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1
Comparing Vertriebene and
Pieds-Noirs: Introduction
Manuel Borutta and Jan C. Jansen

After 1945 and 1962, Germany and France witnessed immigration
movements of unprecedented scale and type. Military defeat and the
loss of significant parts of their territory pushed millions of refugees and
expellees from Central and Eastern Europe and from North Africa to the
two neighboring countries: the Germans from the East (Vertriebene) and
the French of now independent Algeria (rapatriés, later often referred to
as Pieds-Noirs). This demographic influx from former national provinces
and imperial borderlands posed serious financial, logistical, and admin-
istrative challenges for both societies. Since many of these immigrants
and their ancestors had lived far away from the core regions of postwar
Germany and France – speaking unfamiliar dialects or different lan-
guages, practicing different cultural and religious traditions – they were
perceived as culturally different, if not inferior, and were rejected by
many of their fellow citizens.

Yet their national belonging was never officially questioned. Both
states considered them as ‘nationals’ and assisted them with effec-
tive institutional help and vast financial support, making their socio-
economic integration an often overlooked aspect of the expansion of
postwar European welfare states. However, despite their successful socio-
economic integration, expellees and repatriates alike formed distinct
communities and founded their own organizations, which soon became
important political factors and electoral pressure groups. Their memo-
ries of the lost homelands east of the Oder–Neisse line and south of the
Carpathian Mountains and the Mediterranean Sea caused tensions on
a national and even international level, and painfully reminded their
fellow citizens of failed imperial projects and mass violence. The inte-
gration of these specific migrant groups had sweeping effects for both
postwar Germany and France: it impacted the definition of citizenship

1



2 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

and the construction of the post-1945 state, altered the associational
and political landscape, and left deep marks in the public memory of
crucial chapters in national histories.

Despite these striking parallels, already noticed by scholars of other
disciplines,1 historians have studied Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in iso-
lation from each other. Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany
and France breaks with this conventional approach by comparing both
groups systematically and placing them within larger processes that
reshaped Europe after World War II. While the existing comparative lit-
erature on twentieth-century population transfers is mainly concerned
with the forms and dynamics of coercive mass migration,2 this volume
compares the complex processes of integration and the manifold con-
sequences for the receiving societies that followed.3 In this way, the
book sets out to reassess the lasting impact ‘reverse migration’4 had on
European nation-states and societies.

Global context: postwar reconstruction, decolonization, and
the reshaping of Western Europe

The postwar decades were a crucial period in twentieth-century
European history – the continent had been devastated by the war, and
was increasingly divided by the East–West conflict. Western European
countries lost their colonial empires but also experienced rapid eco-
nomic growth and a new integration on a supranational level. This
shared historical moment was the larger context for the integration
of expellees and repatriates in postwar Germany and France.5 France
and the western part of Germany shared a more similar political and
economic context. The comparison will mainly cover France and West
Germany, though East Germany will be taken into account as well.

First, the dissolution of empires had lasting consequences for the
conception of the nation-state. Central and Eastern Europe (especially
Poland) and Algeria had been of equivalent significance for Germany
and France as parts of larger ‘imagined geographies’ that nurtured fan-
tasies of territorial expansion, provoked policies of colonial settlement
and national assimilation, and sustained national imperial identities.6

After the loss of these territories, imperial concepts of the nation-state
lay in shambles, and the place of the nation in the world had to be
redefined. Thereafter, West Germany and France oriented themselves
towards a supranational integration of Western Europe – an orientation
that complemented their new self-conceptions as post-imperial nations,
which emerged with the integration of expellees and repatriates.7
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Second, the integration of expellees and repatriates took place in
the context of economic growth far greater than the global average.
Though the West German ‘economic miracle’ (Wirtschaftswunder) and
the French ‘Glorious Thirty’ (Trente Glorieuses) became part of specif-
ically national cultures of remembrance, this economic boom was a
common Western European experience. Though it is not easy to assess,
apparently, expellees and repatriates both contributed to and benefited
from economic growth. While the boom was obviously a prerequisite
to their integration and ‘absorption’ into the labor market, the abun-
dant and available workforce also fueled the expanding economy.8 The
extensive socio-economic integration programs towards the two groups,
for example in the house building sector, further contributed to the
economic momentum.

Third, in the 1950s and 1960s, the European welfare state reached
unprecedented levels. Though based on different national traditions,
sometimes reaching back into the nineteenth century, the massive
expansion of public expenditures on social policy was a common pat-
tern among the Western European states. The integration programs set
up by the West German and French states to provide the expellees
and repatriates with labor and housing, and partly to compensate for
their financial losses, were an important driving force behind this devel-
opment. While the Equalization of Burdens Act (Lastenausgleichsgesetz)
induced payments to the amount of DM145.3 billion to the expellees
between 1952 and 2001, the French state spent FF26 billion for the
integration of the repatriates (1962–70), and another FF28.7 billion
for their compensation (1970–81).9 Both cases show that the expan-
sion of social expenditures was also a reaction to the consequences of
war and a means to pacify potentially dangerous or rebellious groups.10

The specific welfare provisions for expellees and repatriates also suggest
that notwithstanding a general postwar tendency to universalize social
rights (on the basis of citizenship),11 particular legal claims continued to
coexist.

Fourth, the emerging Cold War constituted an important interna-
tional backdrop to this process.12 This was most obvious in the case
of the German expellees, who were split up between two antagonis-
tic political and ideological systems. While the communist regime of
East Germany stopped financial help for the so-called ‘resettlers’ in
the mid-1950s, declaring that they had been successfully integrated
and assimilated, the socio-economic integration of expellees in West
Germany was soon depicted as a ‘miracle’ (Integrationswunder). It became
an essential part of the West German Wirtschaftswunder myth and a



4 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

crucial element of Western Cold War propaganda.13 By contrast, the
integration of the Pieds-Noirs was barely linked to the Cold War con-
text, though, from 1969, it was the subject of domestic rivalry among
Gaullists, socialists, and communists competing to best provide for this
voting group.14

Fifth, and finally, the integration of expellees and repatriates was
part of a dramatic shift in global migration flows that Europe experi-
enced during the postwar period.15 After having been a continent of
emigration for more than a century, Western Europe (at least coun-
tries like West Germany and France) now became a destination of mass
immigration. In most countries, internal migrants were increasingly
outnumbered by foreign labor migrants, in France mainly from the
former colonial empire, in West Germany by Mediterranean ‘guest work-
ers’. Scholars in the European history of migration have long tended to
focus on these forms of ‘free’ labor migration, while the study of invol-
untary forms of mobility (such as the slave trade or indentured labor
for example) has been relegated to non-European societies.16 However,
twentieth-century European societies were also shaped by unfree forms
of mobility. The confluence of these different forms of migration and
the continuities between them needs to be analyzed.17

A comparative approach: different settings, similar
challenges

This volume examines the histories of expellees and repatriates against
the backdrop of a shared postwar/post-imperial moment. Rather than
pursuing a transnational approach that focuses on transfers and entan-
glements, Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France ado-
pts a comparative perspective. Critics of comparative history argue that
historical comparisons rely on artificially separated units that are closely
interconnected in empirical reality.18 Yet, as French historian Marc Bloch
had noticed already in 1928, relational and comparative perspectives do
not exclude, but complement, each other.19 Furthermore, some histori-
cal phenomena cannot be explained primarily by their connections and
interactions. Germany and France after 1945 shared a highly entangled
history (as they did before). France was among the Allied forces in the
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), and almost vetoed the settlement
of expellees in its occupation zone.20 By contrast, the Algerian National
Liberation Front (FLN) received a great deal of support from East and
West Germany during its fight for Algerian independence.21 Many fur-
ther cross-connections could be cited. However, these entanglements
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were not the main forces behind the integration of Vertriebene and
Pieds-Noirs.22

Because historical comparisons flesh out commonalities and differ-
ences between individual cases that help to describe, interpret, and
explain them in greater depth, they enable us to carve out peculiar-
ities, to check generalizations, to defamiliarize the familiar, and to
de-provincialize concepts by forcing us to reconsider assumptions about
the singularity of the cases.23 Thus, a comparison focusing on the inte-
gration of both groups does not ‘essentialize’ the two nations as static
units but sheds light on their spatial and cultural variability and exposes
the changing and unstable nature of German and French ‘nationhood’.

Some major differences between expulsion from the Eastern provinces
and repatriation from Algeria can be stated from the outset. First, the
difference in the number of migrants was large. While the repatriates
numbered about a million, which made up less than three percent of
the French metropolitan population, the expellees numbered more than
twelve million. Almost eight million – constituting roughly a fifth of
the population – ended up in the Western occupation zones (mainly in
the British and American sectors), which became FRG territory in 1949.
More than four million expelled Germans arrived in the Soviet Occupa-
tion Zone (SBZ), the future German Democratic Republic (GDR), making
up a quarter of its inhabitants.24 In a similar vein, the death toll amongst
those expelled or repatriated was very different: while researchers have
recently pointed to hundreds of disappearances among civilians at the
end of the Algerian War, several hundred thousand people died or dis-
appeared during the expulsion.25 In both cases the numbers of the dead
have been highly disputed and politicized.26

Second, these two waves of mass migration took place in different
historical contexts.27 The ‘flight and expulsion’ of Germans from the
East took place during the final period and the aftermath of World
War II (1944–50) and has to be seen against the background of Nazi
policies of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Central and Eastern Europe between
1938 and 1944. During this period, the creation of ethnically homo-
geneous states through mass resettlements and ‘population transfers’
was still internationally sanctioned as a way to build stable societies
and postwar order. Hence, the expulsion of the Germans was at least
in part the result of agreements between the Allied Powers.28 By con-
trast, the ‘exodus’ of French citizens from Algeria – beginning in the
1950s, swelling in 1960–1, and culminating in 196229 – resulted from
a different kind of war, the Algerian War of Independence (1954–62),
which has to be seen in the context of worldwide decolonization.30
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It was neither state-organized nor did it result from an international
agreement.

Third, the postwar scenarios varied substantially. While the effects
of the Algerian War with France remained largely within the political
realm, causing the breakdown of the Fourth Republic and returning
Charles de Gaulle to power, Germany lay in ruins in 1945. Due to
wartime destruction and the number of other relocated, displaced, or
repatriated persons and refugees (eight to ten million by the end of the
war), an integrated ‘receiving society’ barely existed; locals and immi-
grants had to rebuild one together.31 Furthermore, Germany was not a
sovereign country. Even after the foundation of the two German states
in 1949, Allied occupation and territorial division strongly influenced
the way the integration of the expellees was carried out.

Fourth, and finally, the lost territories had different stories. The largest
number of expellees (seven million) came from Eastern territories of
the German Empire (1871–1945) which had belonged to Prussia since
the eighteenth century. The Silesian Wars (1740–63) and the Partitions
of Poland (1772–95) had transformed Prussia into a German–Polish
empire. In 1830, the kingdom initiated a policy of German settlement
and cultural assimilation in its Polish-speaking territories that was con-
tinued after the foundation of the German Empire in 1871.32 This policy
was disrupted after World War I when 90 percent of Posen and 66 per-
cent of West Prussia were ceded to Poland, accompanied by the mass
emigration of 1.5 million Germans from these areas and the dissolved
Habsburg and Russian empires.33

The second largest group of expellees (three million) came from
border regions of Czechoslovakia (the Sudetenland, including parts of
Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia), where Germans had been settling since
the Middle Ages. While medieval colonists had often adapted to their
surrounding cultures, ‘nationalization’ of the different ethnic groups
had started in the late nineteenth century under the Habsburg monar-
chy. The Nazis transformed these nationalist policies into a systematic
policy of ethnic cleansing and mass murder in Central and Eastern
Europe. The ‘General Plan for the East’ envisioned the eastward exten-
sion of the German border by a thousand kilometers, the resettlement of
this huge area by ‘ethnic Germans’ (Volksdeutsche), and the enslavement,
removal and/or elimination of its 31 million ‘Slavic’ inhabitants.34

By contrast, the French settlement in Algeria was a more recent phe-
nomenon.35 In the late 1830s, the French state officially started to settle
French citizens in the colony, and in 1848 Algeria became an inte-
gral part of French national territory. Yet by the end of the nineteenth
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century, more than a half of the colonists came from other European
countries like Spain and Italy, and from Mediterranean islands such as
Malta and the Balearic Islands. In order to win this demographic ‘bat-
tle’ with Spain and Italy, France naturalized the Algerian Jews (1870) and
the Europeans born in Algeria (1889). Nevertheless, since Muslims could
only gain full citizenship if they abandoned their right to be judged
under local civil law or by local law courts, which was considered ‘apos-
tasy’ by the majority of the population, the ‘French’ always remained
a minority in ‘French Algeria’, never comprising more than roughly
thirteen percent of the population and remaining concentrated in the
coastal towns.36 Though French rule in Algeria was based on racial dis-
crimination, expropriation, and violence, the colonial state never aimed
at the systematic enslavement, expulsion, or extermination of the col-
onized population. In this sense, the wartime Nazi empire was, indeed,
a very different type of empire, not interested in managing cultural or
ethnic difference but in destroying it.

Since the two cases differ considerably with regard to the origins,
forms, and circumstances of migration, scholars have preferred to com-
pare them with other cases whose overall settings are deemed to be
more similar. The expulsion of the Germans has been regarded as
part of a broader history of ethnic cleansing and population trans-
fers in twentieth-century Europe, stretching from the Balkan Wars
(1912–13) to the Yugoslav Wars in the 1990s.37 The Pieds-Noirs, in turn,
have mainly been analyzed in conjunction with other decolonization
migrants such as those who came from Indonesia to the Netherlands
in the late 1940s or the Portuguese ‘returnees’ (retornados) from Angola
and Mozambique who arrived in the mid-1970s.38 This volume breaks
away from these established patterns of analysis by comparing one of
the largest instances of ethnic cleansing with the most important case of
decolonization migration. It does so by shifting the focus away from the
origins and forms to the aftermath of these two instances of mass migra-
tion. Though they came in different numbers, from different contexts,
and under different circumstances, the Vertriebene and the Pieds-Noirs
nevertheless have a lot in common as a group of migrants, in their
integration, and in their impact on the receiving societies.

Peculiar migrants: Vertriebene, rapatriés, and Pieds-Noirs

Expellees and repatriates hold a particular place in twentieth-century
German and French histories of migration. Even though they share
important features with other groups of people leaving their homes and
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settling in new places, official and popular discourses alike have been
unwilling or unable to consider them migrants. Even academic schol-
ars have long been hesitant to include them in history textbooks of
migration or approach their cases within the categories of migration
studies.

Official language coined specific terms, or reused already existing
categories, to treat both groups as distinct from other immigrants.
During the early postwar years, a variety of designations existed for the
Germans from the Eastern territories, including terms such as ‘refugees’,
‘internal migrants’, ‘deportees’, or ‘returnees’. Yet when it became clear
by the end of 1945 that these people – unlike the eight to ten million dis-
placed persons from Western Europe – could not return to their former
places of residence, the US Military Government of Germany started to
call them ‘expellees’ (‘non-repatriable Germans from foreign countries
and from former Prussian regions east of the Oder and Goerlitzer Neisse’)
and ‘new citizens’ (Neubürger), denoting the goal of their ‘total eco-
nomic, social and political assimilation in the German community’.39

By contrast, French authorities used the very term ‘repatriation’, (rap-
atriement) which had originally referred to military personal, displaced
persons, prisoners of war, and other people who were brought back to
their place of origin when military action ended. As the process of decol-
onization gained momentum, ‘repatriation’ became the official term
for the (re)incorporation of French citizens from former colonies into
metropolitan France.40

Neither term was neutral but delivered propagandistic messages:
‘expellees’ put emphasis on the violent and unjust nature of migra-
tion, alluding to their violent expulsion. After 1947, expellees in West
Germany started to call themselves Vertriebene. Contrary to the original
intention of the US Military Government, ‘expellees’ did not clearly rule
out the designated people’s ‘right to the homeland’, a slogan invented
by the ‘Federation of Expellees’ in 1950 and embraced by all major
political parties and governments in the FRG throughout the 1950s.41

The more technical and apparently neutral term ‘repatriation’, used in
France, suggested an administrative and intentional process of ‘home-
coming’ from territories no longer considered part of the nation or
empire. This inverted a colonialist discourse that had declared Algeria
an integral part of France for more than a century. This idea was in line
with the official French policy since the early 1960s, which represented
the hitherto unthinkable independence of Algeria as an adjustment to a
general historical trend and cast the idea that the country had been an
integral part of the French nation as an illusion.42
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In contrast to the expellees, the repatriates started to deviate from
their official designation by referring to themselves as Pieds-Noirs (black-
feet) – a term with unclear etymology that emerged in the mid-1950s.43

Similar to France, the state authorities in East Germany (SBZ/GDR)
preferred a technical term for its migrants, labeling them ‘resettlers’
(Umsiedler), a term that had been invented by the Nazis. By the mid-
1950s, the phrase disappeared from official language under the premise
that the process of integration and assimilation had been completed –
which was a propagandistic fiction as well.44

Despite their different designations, Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs share
fundamental characteristics that allow us to bring them together in a
common analytical framework. First, both groups were neither ‘internal’
migrants (for example, migration into the cities from rural areas) nor
‘international’ migrants (that is, migration between countries), but oscil-
lated between these classic migration categories. This ambiguous, limi-
nal position constitutes the specific character of their migration: while
their country of origin had been considered the same as their country of
arrival, their migration marked the drawing of a political border between
the two.45 In contrast to ‘international’ migrants, both expellees and
repatriates already had (or quickly received) the citizenship of their new
homeland, while unlike ‘internal’ migrants, their country of origin was
no longer considered part of the same political entity.46

Second, from a macro-historical point of view, both expellees and
repatriates share a dynamic of global ‘un-mixing’, of rapid ‘contraction’
and concentration after a period of demographic expansion, stretched
over several decades or even centuries.47 Again, migration theory does
not provide a common category to account for this fact. Terms like
‘remigration’ or ‘return migration’ do not apply, as in most cases ‘emi-
gration’ and ‘return’ did not occur within the span of a lifetime. In the
case of the repatriates, a majority of them did not even have any French
‘ancestry’. The only macro-historical attempt to include Vertriebene
(and other postwar expellees) and Pieds-Noirs (and other migrants of
decolonization) in one single category – that by social geographer Ceri
Peach – employed the vague term ‘reflux’.48

Third, expellees and repatriates fall within the range of forms of invol-
untary mass migration. A closer comparison can show different degrees
of coercion, both between the two groups as well as within each of
them.49 Yet, for the receiving countries, their arrival presented similar
challenges: within a short period of time, a considerable number of
migrants arrived with often no more than their most personal items.
As they arrived in their ‘home country’ (that is, the country they were
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citizens or ethnic ‘descendants’ of), they could not be sent away, and it
was clear from the outset that the state had to take care of their most
immediate needs and also provide for their socio-economic integration
in the long run.

Fourth, both groups received a peculiar legal status and benefited
from particular migration regimes that evolved around them. Specific
ministries were in charge of them – the Federal Ministry for Displaced
Persons, Refugees and War Victims (1949–69) and the Ministry of the
Repatriates (1962–4, 1986–8, and 1993–5).50 Laws defined who was an
‘expellee’/‘repatriate’ – and who was not. On 19 May 1953, the Federal
Expellee Law (Bundesvertriebenengesetz) defined the (hereditary) status of
German citizens and people of ethnic German descent who had been
forced to leave the former German provinces or other areas outside the
1937 borders of the German Reich.51 The repatriates were granted legal
status on 26 December 1961, with a law that defined them as persons
of French nationality who ‘had to [leave] or felt forced to leave’ a terri-
tory formerly under French sovereignty.52 Both states not only stipulated
that expellees and repatriates were totally equal to other citizens but
also granted them specific rights for their socio-economic advancement.
While West Germany’s definition of expellee was extremely inclusive
(ethnic and intergenerational), France’s definition of repatriate was nar-
row, based on citizenship and a person’s specific date of arrival. As a
further difference, the German Expellee Law granted specific rights to
preserve expellees’ cultural traditions and heritage, whereas the French
law had no such provision for repatriates. Against the backdrop of these
specific migration regimes, some scholars have included Vertriebene and
Pieds-Noirs in the category of ‘privileged migrants’.53

It should go without saying that the German expellees and the French
repatriates are not the only groups that share these characteristics. Yet
they rank among the most important examples overall and consti-
tute the largest groups of this type in twentieth-century Germany and
France. Bringing them together can add a new dimension to the now
classic Franco-German comparison of nationhood and nationality.54

A symmetrical comparison

This volume sets out to compare Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs as special
sorts of migrants. In contrast to the existing comparative literature on
forced population movements in the twentieth century, this comparison
extends to the integration processes and consequences that followed the
arrival of these groups of migrants. In a radical departure from other
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volumes in both relevant fields of research, twentieth-century ‘ethnic
cleansing’ and decolonization migration,55 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in
Postwar Germany and France is based on a strictly symmetrical structure.
The focus on two major cases allows the complexity of both cases to be
taken into account, because the comparison is carried out on different
analytical levels.

Each part of this book highlights one of six major aspects of the
comparison between expellees and repatriates: (Part I) the impact of
1945 and 1962 on the construction of post-imperial nationhood in
postwar Germany and France; (Part II) the two states’ integration
policies; (Part III) the self-organization and representation of the immi-
grants; (Part IV) their political integration and participation; (Part V) the
commemorative practices and emotions of Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs
in their new homelands; and (Part VI) the politics of remembrance
on the national and international level. Each of the six parts consists
of two chapters, one relating to each of the cases. While most of the
chapters take up historical approaches, perspectives from neighboring
disciplines (especially cultural anthropology, political science, and other
social sciences) are also taken into account.

With its structure stretching from the immediate postwar period to
the present day, this volume provides a long-term perspective on both
groups. Such a broad perspective departs from an inclusive definition of
Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs. This encompasses all individuals that fall
into the legal category and/or claim this category for themselves. Even
though the status of Pied-Noir is not hereditary from a legal point of
view (in contrast to the expellee status), subsequent generations have
made claims on the term as a socio-cultural category. Such a long-term
perspective does not ignore changing – or fading – group solidarities
over time. Rather, it helps with an understanding of the importance of
intergenerational change and the dynamics of successful or (more often)
failed transmission of identity and memory.

Post-imperial nationhood and ethnicity

Despite the huge differences between ‘German East’ and ‘French
Algeria’, recent scholarship has suggested that both territories were of
equivalent significance to their respective nation and that their loss had
a comparable impact on them.56 Part I, ‘From Empire to Nation-State:
1945 and 1962’, examines the migration of expellees and repatriates as
part of a shared postwar and post-imperial moment in European his-
tory. In fact, the decades after 1945 marked the end of empire, whether
continental or intercontinental, as the dominant type of global political
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organization.57 This process initiated a crucial period in the history of
Western European nation-states, during which time these states, after
centuries of territorial expansion, shrank to their metropolitan core
regions and turned more fully toward European supranational integra-
tion.58 Shelley Baranowski’s chapter on German imperial nationhood
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and Todd Shepard’s
chapter on the erasure of the French imperial nation-state in 1962 place
the migration of expellees and repatriates against the background of this
macro-historical transformation. Both chapters assess imperial continu-
ities and discontinuities that shaped the integration of expellees and
repatriates in postwar Germany and France.

The two cases reveal different conceptions of expansion and imperial
rule that were pushed to their extremes at the very moment they ended
in 1945 and 1962 respectively. Baranowski stresses the long-term rejec-
tion of multi-ethnicity in modern Germany, characterizing the German
empire as being obsessed with ethnocultural homogeneity. This stood
in stark contrast to other empires’ tendency to acknowledge, reinforce,
and manage diversity among their subjects.59 Following the dissolu-
tion of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, ethnocentrism pervaded the
German imagination, with an enlarged Germany in the ‘East’ seen as
uniting a dispersed and divided people. The Citizenship Law of 1913
put emphasis on descent and reflected the fear that Poles and Jewish
immigrants would be unable to assimilate and that Polish immigrants
would reinforce the resistance to Germanization in East Prussia. Against
this backdrop, the Nazi wartime empire in Eastern Europe pushed this
logic to its extreme, pursuing a vision of an ethnically homogeneous
‘East’ through resettlement and genocide.

Shepard, in contrast, points to the massive efforts to integrate the
remaining (mainly African) French empire after World War II and to
define the rights of its members, now regarded as ‘citizens’ of the ‘French
Union’. While Algeria’s status had remained unclear for a long time,
the war of independence generated new and more radical solutions for
the colony that alternated between making it a federation and fully
‘integrating’ it with the metropole. As a consequence of reinforced ‘inte-
gration’, political and social citizenship was extended to the Muslim
population in 1958.

From 1945 and 1962 respectively, the two Germanys and France
sought to break with imperial conceptions of the nation, yet they did
so in different ways. As both Baranowski’s and Shepard’s chapters show,
the way the migrants from the lost territories were categorized played a
crucial role in shaping post-imperial nationhood. Notwithstanding the
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two German states’ official rejection of imperialism, Baranowski empha-
sizes that the imperial legacy of an ethnic conception of Germanness
survived in the FRG. The FRG’s Basic Law conferred citizenship on ‘eth-
nic Germans’, ensuring them a ‘right to return’. The continued inflow
of Aussiedler (until 1992) and Spätaussiedler (after 1993) well beyond the
actual period of expulsions and flight was a long-term consequence of
this. By contrast, immigrants from other countries and their children
born in the country had very restricted access to citizenship until 2000.

While Baranowski thus stresses the continuities in the West German
case, Shepard depicts 1962 as a watershed of modern French history,
marking an anti-imperial, that is, anti-universalist, turn in the republic
and transforming France from empire to the ‘hexagon’. The treatment
of the different imperial ‘citizens’ and especially the populations of
Algeria was pivotal in this transformation. The process of defining who
ought to be considered ‘French’ in the ‘post-Algerian’ French republic,
unraveled the complex supranational relations created in the late colo-
nial period. Only the ‘Europeans’ of Algeria were recognized as truly
French ‘repatriates’. In violation of their former integration, the Muslims
of Algeria were not automatically considered French citizens, and the
harkis who had fought on the French side during the war were aban-
doned to their fate. Those who made it to France were regarded as
‘refugees’. Categorizing post-imperial migrants thus ‘worked to erase the
132 years of French claims that Algeria was France’ (Shepard).

Despite the very different settings and policies pursued in the two
countries, West Germany and France experienced similar long-term con-
sequences in the making of post-imperial nationhood, which the two
chapters carve out: the broad inclusion of ethnic Germans living outside
the (new) core regions of the country and the inclusion of ‘Europeans’
from Algeria went hand in hand with the exclusion of ‘others’ who were
considered culturally or ethnically different. In the process of develop-
ing different migration regimes for expellees and repatriates and ‘other’
migrants, citizenship revealed – or was given – an ethnocentric core.

Socio-economic integration

The mass migration of expellees and repatriates not only constituted a
crucial moment in the German and French reshaping of nationhood; it
also forced the states to break new ground in the field of state-run social
policies. The money spent on integrating repatriates and expellees in
France and West Germany was unparalleled in the history of both coun-
tries. Part II, ‘Repatriation and Integration’, analyzes the state policies
developed in France and the two German states to integrate expellees
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and repatriates. Michael Schwartz’s chapter looks at East and West
Germany and Yann Scioldo-Zürcher’s chapter examines France, allowing
for a triangular comparison of the three states involved.

The chapters demonstrate that different concepts of integration pre-
vailed in each of the three cases. While the Allied powers, the GDR, and
France wished to ‘assimilate’ the migrants as quickly and thoroughly
as possible, the FRG developed a different policy of ‘incorporation’
(Eingliederung) with the intention of combining the necessities of eco-
nomic integration with the political wish to preserve the cultural
peculiarities of the expellees and to promise them a right to return
to their ‘homeland’ (Heimatrecht). Thus, while the GDR had already
recognized the Oder–Neisse line in 1950, the Social–Liberal govern-
ment under Willy Brandt only did so twenty years later. The Christian
Democrats (CDU/CSU) continued to support the expellees’ ‘right to the
homeland’ until 1991. Despite these different approaches – and the
extremely different socio-economic settings in Germany in 1945 and in
France in 1962 – a common emphasis was put on economic integration.

As Schwartz traces in his comparative chapter on East and West
Germany, both states first pursued the Allied goal of rapidly assimilating
the migrants in the German community before policies diverged from
1952–3 on: while the GDR stopped its social policy for the ‘resettlers’,
the Equalization of Burdens Law in the FRG initiated the greatest redis-
tribution of wealth the German state had ever undertaken before reuni-
fication. This was partly due to the international context – while the
GDR needed to show consideration for its Eastern European partners,
the Western Bloc had an interest in raising pressure on the communist
regimes. Moreover, while the authoritarian GDR government could just
decree from above that the expellees had been successfully integrated,
the more pluralistic FRG had gradually allowed them to get organized
and to lobby.

The Pieds-Noirs had less influence on the process of their socio-
economic ‘repatriation’. Yet, as Scioldo-Zürcher shows, the French state
took care of them on an unparalleled scale. A new social policy was
invented after 1961–2. Those arriving after March 1962, when the Evian
Accords for Algerian independence were prepared, benefited from a slew
of new laws and from innovative administrative practices that pro-
vided assistance. A huge administrative machine was set up, initiating a
large-scale state intervention involving jobs, housing, and social security
benefits in order to prevent the pauperization and political bewilder-
ment of this group of newcomers. They were perceived as a danger to
law and order because of their alleged violent opposition to Algerian
independence.
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Though the three states may have displayed different attitudes
towards expellees and repatriates – distance and surveillance (France,
GDR), proximity and involvement in decision-making (FRG) – their
integration policies have more in common than mere extent. Impor-
tantly, they all created a peculiar legal status for these migrants,
granting them specific rights and appropriate administrative structures
(on a smaller scale and over a shorter period in East Germany). The
entitlement to national ‘burden-sharing’ was the legal privilege of a
clearly defined category of migrants that Scioldo-Zürcher calls ‘national
migrants’. In none of the cases did the measures taken in the case of
the expellees and repatriates function as a blueprint for other types of
migrants or people in need. In West Germany, foreign ‘guest workers’
were not included in the official system of social benefits and services
but were bound to a distinct (and less comprehensive) welfare system.60

In France, diverging migration regimes also took shape in the wake of
decolonization. While the state was socially conscious, interventionist,
and protective with regard to those recognized as ‘repatriates’, it did not
show similar commitment to non-French European or Muslim immi-
grants from Algeria, including the harkis. Even if migrants from the
French empire were included in the social system in principle, their
access to the ex-metropole and the French labor market was drastically
restricted from the 1960s.61

While creating specific migration regimes for expellees and repat-
riates, the three states designed very different rules that would define
the group concerned and the type of rights they would be entitled
to. The short-lived ‘resettler’ policy in the GDR thus contrasts with
the inheritability of the expellee status in West Germany; the inclu-
sive definition based on ‘descent’ in FRG expellee legislation compared
to the exclusive definition of the repatriate status in France based
on the date of arrival; and the right to state support in the promo-
tion of cultural ‘heritage’ in West Germany in contrast to the focus
on the socio-economic advancement and assimilation in France and
the GDR.

Despite the enormous financial support for these migrants, full eco-
nomic integration only materialized slowly: with huge regional dispar-
ities, unemployment rates among expellees and repatriates remained
significantly higher until the late 1960s in the German case, and until
the early 1980s in the French case.62 While the term ‘integration’ should
not gloss over the manifold conflicts that were part of this process,63

nor ignore the heterogeneity of the locals’ and the migrants’ cultures,
‘satisfaction’ about social status was achieved among Vertriebene and
Pieds-Noirs. While the French state was discreet about its efforts for
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the repatriates, the governments of East and West Germany publicly
competed with each other about which one had done more for their
expellees.

Group integration and associational life

Expellees and repatriates were not mere passive objects of legislation and
state-run integration programs. From their arrival in their new home-
land, they began to network among themselves, set up organizations,
defend their interests, and express their ideas. Part III, ‘Self-Organization
and Representation’, analyzes the vital role that associations played in
constituting Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs as social and political groups.
Pertti Ahonen’s chapter on the Vertriebenenverbände in West Germany
and Claire Eldridge’s chapter on pied-noir associations, delve into com-
plicated and embattled territories that are often regarded as monolithic
blocs, from the outside.

Both chapters demonstrate that associational life among expellees
and repatriates was marked by deep tensions between the quest for
unity and internal divisions. Thus, despite the fact that their outward
appearance was dominated by some well-known pressure groups, their
associations reflected the heterogeneity of the two groups. Along with
organizations representing the (material, political, cultural) interests
of the groups as a whole, scores of associations were formed on the
basis of profession or vocation, of pre-1945 or pre-1962 origin, or of
identity issues, serving a variety of (emotional, sociable) functions for
particular subgroups. As Ahonen and Eldrige show, the associational
fields were structured differently for Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs. The
Vertriebenenverbände developed a central, national, and vertical orga-
nization (although differentiated into various regional groups), with
the Federation of Expellees (Bund der Vertriebenen (BdV)) serving as a
national umbrella organization. However, some (origin-related) ‘Home-
land Societies’ (Landsmannschaften) such as the Silesian and the Sudeten
German associations, remained particularly strong, visible, and semi-
autonomous. The structure of the pied-noir associational field was, in
general, less hierarchical and more fluid, having its backbone on the
regional and the local levels.

Neither the more hierarchical organization nor the looser structure
prevented internal conflicts, divisions over ideological or strategic ori-
entations, or personal rivalries from coming to the fore. In France, such
struggles between competing leaders and ideological directions took on
violent forms in 1993, when a repatriate leader was assassinated by other
Pieds-Noirs. The question of the extent to which a specific association
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has the right to represent the entire group goes beyond rivalries within
the associational field but applies to these organizations as a whole.
In fact, as Ahonen and Eldrige point out, only a minority among
Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs have been members of these associations.
The Vertriebenenverbände were mainly comprised of former Reichsdeutsche
and Sudeten Germans (most of their leaders belonging to the old elites
and having a Nazi or völkisch attitude64), while Volksdeutsche and women
remained under-represented. As expellees and repatriates were gradu-
ally integrated into local society and generational change occurred, their
membership declined.

While they could not prevent internal divisions or rivalry for leader-
ship, expellee and pied-noir leaders believed an outward appearance of
unity and solidarity was needed for group interests to be successfully
represented vis-à-vis the state and the receiving society. The impor-
tance of the political context was most obvious in the case of the
Vertriebenenverbände and their connection to the Cold War context. Until
1948, the Western Allies prevented the expellees from founding political
parties or groups, before discovering their organizations as useful tools
of anti-communist mobilization. By building up links with political par-
ties (more obviously in the German case) or threatening to ‘blackmail’
politicians through collective votes (a strategy used by certain pied-
noir leaders), expellee and repatriate associations alike sought to impact
government policy and party programs.

In several respects, they lobbied, mostly successfully, for simi-
lar goals such as housing, employment, and material compensation.
Yet, the specific Heimatpolitik (‘homeland policy’) pursued by the
Vertriebenenverbände marked a notable difference between the two cases:
from the outset, expellee associations sought to promote distinct
expellee cultures and lobbied to return to their homelands as their
main (long-term) goal. Ironically, it was this very core of separatist
Heimatpolitik that, according to Ahonen, expedited the expellees’ inte-
gration into West German society. While it functioned as a sort of
narcotic against massive suffering in the first postwar years, this clinging
to an increasingly unrealistic irredentism alienated many of the associ-
ations’ members, gradually marginalizing the organizations politically
from the 1960s. The pied-noir associations turned more recently, in the
mid-1970s, towards cultural heritage, identity politics, and demands
for moral recognition, without irredentist claims. While the state has
started to embrace some of their initiatives, the siege mentality culti-
vated by pied-noir associations has also discouraged many in subsequent
generations from being active within them.
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Political integration

Expellees and repatriates were peculiar migrants not least because they
were equipped with full political rights. They constituted a not negligi-
ble portion of the national electorate and could access political parties
and public posts. In contrast to groups of ‘normal’ migrants, they
could thus not be ignored in the political process or by political par-
ties and had an immediate impact on the political landscape. Part IV,
‘Political Impact and Participation’, sheds light on the ways expellees
and repatriates changed the political landscapes in West Germany
and France. While both groups are now often identified with certain
positions or party affiliations, Frank Bösch’s chapter on party mem-
bership among expellees in the FRG and Eric Savarese’s analysis of
repatriate voting behavior in France describe the political integration
of both groups in their new homelands as protracted and ambivalent
processes.

First, the chapters show that both groups were spread out on the polit-
ical spectrum of established parties, especially during the first decades
after their arrival. Due to their status as outsiders, expellees tended to
join outsider parties (CDU/CSU in Protestant regions, SPD in rural areas)
except the Communist Party, which, in their view, had been discred-
ited by the Red Army and the GDR’s recognition of the Oder–Neisse
border. In a reaction to the foundation of an expellee party, the right-
wing Block der Heimatvertriebenen und Entrechteten (BHE) in 1950,
Christian and Social Democrats established special sub-organizations
in order to win the expellees over. Both parties took up the BdV’s
‘right to the homeland’ claims and offered prominent expellee activists
career opportunities, a competition that was still not entirely closed
throughout the 1960s.

Likewise, the political leanings of French repatriates were hetero-
geneous and subject to historical change. Savarese rejects the still
widespread belief in a uniform pied-noir vote as a powerful political myth
that came up in the aftermath of the French municipal elections in
1977, when a prominent pied-noir association claimed to have organized
a collective vote in Southern France. In contrast to the Vertriebene, the
political choice of repatriates was not restricted by anti-communism,
but by a fierce rejection of Gaullism, as they blamed de Gaulle for ‘aban-
doning’ French Algeria after they had put great hopes in his accession
to power in 1958.

Second, the chapters demonstrate that a stronger affinity of the
two groups (or at least of their recognizable representatives) for cer-
tain conservative or right-wing parties is a more recent phenomenon
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and the result of a complicated process of political integration. Bösch’s
chapter thus challenges the conventional narrative that the Christian
Democrats easily managed to integrate the expellees. While the SPD
proved even more successful in recruiting expellee representatives in
the beginning, Adenauer’s CDU finally managed to integrate some of
the most prominent ones. The New Ostpolitik under the Social–Liberal
government, including the recognition of the Oder–Neisse line in 1970,
further estranged expellee activists from the SPD. Hence, only in the
1970s did the CDU/CSU become their favored political party.

Public debates over the past decades have linked the pied-noir vote
to a new right-wing formation, the National Front (FN, established
in 1972). While, according to Savarese, the rise of the FN cannot be
attributed to the impact of the pied-noir community and its alleged
racism, the above-average proportion of FN voters among Pieds-Noirs
calls for an explanation. While he does take socio-economic factors and
the inherited rejection of Gaullism as a major conservative formation
into account, Savarese proposes a model based on ‘historical trauma’
caused by the experience of everyday violence during the Algerian War
and resulting in a psychological conflation of perpetrators of violence
during the war and Maghrebin immigrants in France.

Third, the emergence of particular group-related parties remained a
short-lived experience in both cases. To be sure, the expellee party BHE
in 1950 did have an immediate impact on the West German politi-
cal scene. Perceived as a special interest party that was well connected
with the Vertriebenenverbände, it soon came to powerfully represent the
expellees, entering the Bundestag in 1953 and Adenauer’s coalition. Yet
when the major parties, especially the CDU/CSU, became more engaged
in recruiting expellee representatives and votes, the BHE ceased to be
a major political force after a few years. The Pieds-Noirs did not found
their own party until much later, in 1999, which had almost no impact
on the political agenda. Both groups and their representatives preferred
to pursue their interests in connection with more established political
parties and by doing so, changed the political landscapes. While many
expellee activists committed themselves to one party (the CDU/CSU)
after an initial period of two or three decades, the Pieds-Noirs remained
generally more flexible over time.

Memories – private, public, and political

Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs not only constituted pressure groups with
shared socio-economic interests and needs. They also conceived of
themselves as communities whose members were bound together by
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shared historical experience. Thus, memories referring to their lost
‘homeland’ and forced departure, the cultivation of a common heritage
and vision of the past were constitutive of their cohesion as socio-
political groups.65 Expellee and repatriate memories took various forms
and followed different patterns, depending on their contexts. While, for
several decades, they were primarily cultivated in private or semi-private
spaces, in the 1990s they began to spur fierce debates nationwide.66

As Etienne François points out in the conclusion to this volume, it
is in the sphere of these memories, and of the dynamics and cultural
practices pertaining to these memories, that striking parallels and some
connections between the two cases can be found.

Part V, ‘Commemorative Practices and Emotions’, compares the sym-
bolic forms and practices of group memories and their role in consti-
tuting Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs as social communities. Tobias Weger
in his chapter on forms of symbolic communication among German
expellees from Poland and Czechoslovakia, and Michèle Baussant in her
chapter on pilgrimages as forms of pied-noir commemoration demon-
strate that such memories have taken various shapes; they have been
presented in a range of media from songs, semi-academic publications,
and memoirs to homeland museums or private collections; and from
monuments and street names to secular or religious ceremonies. In both
cases, semi-public forms and spaces have played a major role in cultivat-
ing group memories. Notably, the various associations have formed, in
Baussant’s words, ‘a vigorous wellspring of shared memory’. The borders
between these semi-public spaces of commemoration and private and
broader public spheres are porous and not clearly drawn. While some
practices, such as the ‘homeland corners’ described by Weger, are to be
found in family homes as well, the group commemorations can also
reverberate within the national or even international public sphere. Due
to the inherent irredentism of Heimatpolitik, the cultivation of memories
of the ‘East’ has been as politically explosive.

The role the state and public authorities have played in the cultivation
of the two groups’ cultural heritage varies considerably: pied-noir com-
memorations tend to reflect a fraught relationship with political and
religious authorities; the West German Law on Refugees and Exiles of
1953, by contrast, provides the Vertriebene with the legal right to state-
supported preservation and promotion of their cultural heritage. While
the ‘post-Algerian’ French state sought to keep the repatriates ‘invisi-
ble’ by rapidly integrating them socio-economically, the FRG arranged
to sustain expellees’ visibility.67
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As is true of all forms of public remembrance, expellee and pied-noir
memory cultures are based on the use of certain material objects and
rituals. In their chapters, Weger and Baussant highlight the overwhelm-
ing importance of everyday objects and practices, such as regional
foods, or specific secular or religious festivities, from the lost ‘home-
land’. The ‘forced migration’ of these objects and practices to their
new homelands rendered them media of memory, as well as means
to create ‘extraterritorial spaces’ (Baussant). Such spaces are centered
on nostalgic reconstructions of the lost homeland, often depicted as
an everyday idyll. With the homeland at their center, these forms of
commemoration also function as a repository of a specific vision of the
past, which, to different degrees, evolves into a counter-history against
‘official’ representations of earlier days. Thus, in various instances and
especially during the first postwar decades, ideas, ideologies, and sym-
bols from former periods persisted in expellee memorial culture, with
associations’ using symbols from the Holy Roman Empire or the Nazi
period or pervasive negative stereotypes of Slavic peoples in descriptions
of the ‘East’. In a similar vein, pied-noir discourse tends to reproduce
certain elements of colonial discourse, especially the ‘pioneer tradi-
tion’ (Savarese), depicting Algeria as being entirely a European (that
is, French) creation. This colonial pioneer myth had already obtained
full-fledged commemorative forms in interwar Algeria.68 Given the
French state’s reluctance to stress public assistance for the repatriates,
after 1962 a post-decolonization version of this narrative centering on
the Pieds-Noirs’ own achievements in resettling in the metropole was
added.69

Finally, while they may appear to be overtly politicized, as a means
to underpin claims to the lost homelands, the forms of commemora-
tion among Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs are still subject to very different
uses, interests, and emotions – from outright revanchism to private
mourning. As Baussant points out with regard to pied-noir pilgrimages
in France, a decidedly religious and not primarily political practice may
ironically help to sustain overtly political counter-narratives.

The various similarities between expellee and repatriate commemora-
tion call for further research comparing them to other forms of migrant
cultures. While there will be many intriguing points of comparison
to other groups of migrants, especially among victims of all kinds of
involuntary migration, both groups have gained particular prominence
in recent debates about national commemoration in both countries.
Part VI, ‘Politics of Remembrance’, analyzes this international ‘memory
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boom’ since the 1990s and the contexts, forms, actors, and conflicts of
publicly commemorating these groups.

In the chapter on Germany, Stefan Troebst focuses on the main bone
of contention in the domestic as well as the international arena, the
project of a national museum of expulsion(s). Jan C. Jansen’s chapter on
the French case identifies the different arenas, actors, and dynamics that
mark the conflict-ridden transformation of the end of French Algeria
and its aftermath from an object of semi-public and rather low-scale
commemoration to a topic of national significance. Both chapters make
clear that in France as well as in Germany, these public controversies
and commemorative activities since the 1990s are to be seen in the light
of broader discussions that revisit and reassess national histories and
identities. National (German reunification, generational change among
politicians, migration, and so on) and international transformations
(the end of the Cold War, European unification, and transnationaliza-
tion of Holocaust memory, for example) alike provide the backdrop to
these debates.

In the years following 1945 and 1962 respectively, the West German
and the French state pursued diverging strategies with regard to the
memory of the two groups. While the early FRG actively promoted
the commemoration and academic study of ‘expulsion’ and ‘incorpo-
ration’,70 the French state was long hesitant to venture into this field.
Fueled by the alleged duty to remedy a collective ‘oblivion’ or ‘taboo’,
both states have, since the 1990s, engaged in similar debates about the
creation of official sites of national memory surrounding expellees and
repatriates.

At the same time, expellee and pied-noir associations sought to influ-
ence these national debates, lobbying for lasting commemorative forms
of national recognition and using their connections with the political
class. While German public controversies focused around the project of
a national Center Against Expulsion brought forth by the BdV in 2000,
the French public witnessed several ambitious pied-noir-related projects,
including national monuments, a national overseas museum, and the
well-known French law on colonialism of 2005 that was meant, among
other things, to convey a positive image of French colonialism in school
teaching. Both chapters also emphasize the limitations of these forms
of memory lobbying. What was possible in the local and semi-public
space of association-run commemoration encountered a wider audience
and opposition on the national – and international – levels. The BdV’s
project did not materialize but was replaced by several national and
international projects that put the topic of flight and expulsion into
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a European context. Even worse for pied-noir activists, most of their ini-
tiatives for national recognition have not been realized at all, leading to
further radicalization among certain subgroups.

Despite the obvious parallels, there remain at least four significant
differences between the two cases as described by Troebst and Jansen.
First, the discursive field in which the Pieds-Noirs’ case is being debated
appears to be less focused and less clearly confined than the German dis-
cussions. Memory lobbying in the case of the German expellees has been
concentrated on the moment of expulsion and their official recognition
as victims. While some of their actors tend to obscure the context of
National Socialism and German occupation in Eastern Europe, the his-
tory of the Third Reich and World War II are not subject to discussion in
themselves. In the Pieds-Noirs’ case, by contrast, their commemorative
activities merge seamlessly into a much larger context. They are closely
intertwined with struggles surrounding decolonization as a whole and
even the past before repatriation, that is, a debate about the colonial
past, which was particularly intense for Algeria but also difficult for the
colonial empire as a whole.

Second, the subject of French ‘colonial memories’ has become a pub-
lic arena in which an increasing number of social groups with diverging
interests and visions of the past interact. While the Vertriebene do not
act in complete isolation from their social, political, and media envi-
ronment any more than the French do, the latter case is particularly
complicated in that it involves social groups with very different visions
of the (colonial) past, such as former anti-colonial activists or (other)
migrant societies. This multitude of actors has given the French state
much less room for maneuver to the point that most ambitious projects
so far have failed.

Third, the colonial past and its remembrance in France have become a
sort of frame of reference, a background against which social and polit-
ical problems and conflicts of present-day society such as racism and
discrimination are described and carried out. In Germany, this has been
generally less the case. Only in very few instances has the history of
the expulsion been used in current political discourse, most recently
in the debates about the increased inflow of refugees into Germany in
2015.71

Fourth, the international arena has had an important impact on
the German and French controversies. Both Vertriebene and Pieds-
Noirs have couched their memory lobbying in terms of victimization,
drawing largely on international or transnational patterns of Holo-
caust commemoration since the 1980s. In both cases, initiatives for
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national recognition have been followed and criticized in other coun-
tries, mainly in Poland and Algeria, and have led to diplomatic tensions.
Yet, while growing exchange among Germany, Poland, and other Cen-
tral European states and their civil societies seems to have paved the way
to a ‘transition from a divided to a shareable – if not shared – memory of
the flight and expulsion of the German populations’ (François), forms of
international collaboration have not materialized in the Franco-Algerian
case. Yet, even in the case of the expulsions, the balance between
expellee lobbies, academia, and international cooperation proves fragile,
as the recent conflicts over the directorship of the ‘Federal Foundation
Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation’ in Berlin illustrate.

While ‘flight and expulsion’ and the ‘exodus’ of Vertriebene and
Pieds-Noirs have been remembered extensively, the integration of these
groups in postwar Germany and France has not. Myths have obscured
how conflicted and protracted this process of assimilation actually was.
Fictions of national unity and ethnic homogeneity have disguised the
cultural differences and diversity that these two groups brought to the
two postwar societies, which were further augmented by concomitant or
subsequent immigrants who were not considered an integral part of the
national community. Such myths were the driving forces of the remark-
able integration efforts in Germany and France vis-à-vis these peculiar
groups of migrants. After post-1945 Germany and post-1962 France had
integrated them successfully overall, the multiculturalism Vertriebene
and Pieds-Noirs brought in faded into the background and was no longer
seen as a quintessential feature of a society shaped by immigration.
Rather, both groups came to be regarded as individual cases, as byprod-
ucts of specific national histories, marked by recognizable peculiarities,
oddities, and some privileges.

This volume challenges the very idea that Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs
are to be considered incomparable and singular entities. By subjecting
their histories to a systematic comparison, it becomes clear that ‘nation-
alization’ and ‘singularization’ are an essential part of their status as a
peculiar group of migrants. While building on the fruits of the most
recent and innovative scholarship in both fields, this comparison is but
a first foray into a still unknown terrain. Rather than closing a debate
or taking stock, one of its main purposes is to open the discussion and
to illustrate the benefits of thinking outside the box of our established
categories.

Our comparison thus seeks to generate new questions on each of
the cases (or both). It aims to stimulate new comparative perspectives
of other cases of ‘peculiar’ or ‘regular’ migrants. It calls for further
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research into the specific conditions and transformations of the post-
1945 European states and the coincidence of processes of renational-
ization and supranational integration. It emphasizes the coexistence
of different migration regimes and their complicated interactions with
expanding (and later contracting) welfare states, the entanglements of
which are not yet fully understood. It underscores the need to rethink,
refine, and complicate the established typologies of migration theory.
And, last but not least, it sheds light on how much both nation-states,
under different conditions and with varying levels of success, were will-
ing and able to do for the integration of (certain) migrants, even as they
grappled, and continue to grapple, with the challenges of being major
destinations for immigrants and refugees.
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From Empire to Nation-State:
1945 and 1962



2
Legacies of Lebensraum: German
Identity and Multi-Ethnicity
Shelley Baranowski

Since the mid-1990s, historians of Germany have rediscovered ‘empire’
as a category of analysis that permits a deeper exploration of the mul-
tiple meanings of ‘Germany’ and its territorial fluctuations over time.
They have looked especially closely at the maritime empire of the Sec-
ond German Empire from 1884 to 1918, its impact on German identity,
its earlier roots, and its relevance to subsequent periods in German his-
tory. Although research and debate on the imperialism of the Kaiserreich
continues to thrive, German aspirations to a continental European
empire inspired in part by the German migrations eastward from the
Holy Roman Empire during the Middle Ages have received increased
attention. As David Blackbourn argued recently, Mitteleuropa, or alter-
natively Osteuropa, was as important to Germans as India was to Great
Britain and Algeria to France. Compared to the desire to colonize the
‘East’, Imperial Germany’s short-lived ‘blue water’ empire paled in signif-
icance.1 Not surprisingly, the need to assess the Nazi regime’s murderous
Drang nach Osten, its continuities and ruptures with earlier imperial
imaginings, contribute to this trend. Yet if the defeat of Nazism ended
German expansionism, the ‘East’ left its traces in the forced migrations
of ethnic Germans to what remained of the Reich. The destruction of
the Nazi empire and the rediscovery of past precedents to cope with
defeat shaped the most critical issue that the postwar Germanys had to
confront as postcolonial societies: who indeed was ‘German’?

Empire and its demise

After 1900, visions of a new German empire became central to the
nationalist imagination. Radical nationalists, such as Heinrich Class and
Alfred Hugenberg, aspired to a revitalized imperium as a bulwark against

35
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foreign intervention and as a home for Germans dispersed throughout
east central and southeastern Europe. In their eyes, the Bismarckian
unification in 1871 was just the beginning, a foundation for further
expansion as far as Constantinople and the Black Sea. Not only would
the enlarged empire embrace the Germans of continental Europe, it
would also encourage the return of those who had emigrated to the
Americas. Together, they would bring German Kultur to the barbarous
Slavs.2 The Second Empire never realized those ambitions despite its
formidable economic and military power and its possessions in Africa,
the Pacific, and coastal China. Its defeat in World War I caused the dis-
solution of the Hohenzollern monarchy, a significant loss of territory
and population, and the confiscation of its overseas empire. Millions
of Germans, including those in Prussian territories ceded to Poland,
remained outside Germany’s borders.

For many Germans, the Weimar Republic symbolized defeat and
foreign domination. Yet the memory of German military’s huge, if tem-
porary, gains at Brest–Litovsk in 1918 at the expense of the Soviet Union,
the Freikorps’ campaigns in the Baltic in 1919, the Germans ‘stranded’ in
the successor states of former empires, and the dread of Slavs and Jews
magnified by the Bolshevik Revolution, reinvigorated and radicalized
the dream of expansion. The Third Reich did not simply aspire to link
German communities and ‘civilize’ non-Germans. Rather as embodied
in its ‘General Plan East’, which built upon ideas first considered dur-
ing World War I, it imagined new colonies of racially-selected Germans
resettled throughout Europe to assure the economic modernization and
biological revitalization of the Volk. Aside from identifying indigenous
peoples with German blood in an attempt to recover the residues of the
German colonization of the Middle Ages, and dragooning those among
the rest capable of work, the Third Reich strove to remove or eliminate
Polish and Soviet Slavs and especially millions of Jews. A nightmare of
resettlement and genocide testified to the Third Reich’s most distinc-
tive and contradictory ambition: the creation of an empire defined by
racial homogeneity. In part the multicultural and less hierarchical impe-
rial models of postwar European powers – especially France – testified to
the delegitimization of overt racism after Nazism.3

United by the scale of Nazi imperialism, the ‘Grand Alliance’
destroyed the Third Reich. The occupation and division of Germany, the
dissolution of Prussia, the flight or expulsion of some twelve million eth-
nic Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and the Balkans,
and the emergence of two blocs dominated by the Soviet Union and
the United States, altered the geography that sustained previous visions
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of empire. Germany’s losses exceeded those of the Great War. In addi-
tion to its civilian and military casualties, the contraction of its eastern
borders to the Oder and Neisse Rivers resulted in the loss of forty per-
cent of its interwar territory as of 1937 before the Nazi annexations of
Austria and the Sudetenland. Unlike France, which sought to preserve
its empire in the belief that it sustained the Free French contribution to
the Allied victory, a German empire was no longer feasible in light of
postwar realities.4

The two German states that emerged in 1949 with the onset of the
Cold War, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and the German
Democratic Republic (GDR), broke with Nazism by officially rejecting
imperialism. Each established democracies, the one liberal, the other
socialist. No longer the site of German unity and revival, the ‘East’ now
meant the catastrophe of defeat and for West Germany the nightmare
of communism. Yet an important legacy survived, the imagined com-
munity of German ‘tribes’; a conception embedded in earlier visions of
uniting a dispersed and divided people now reinforced by the Allied
agreement to the ‘transfer’ of Germans from outside the Reich to
what remained of Germany. Although the GDR’s socialist citizen would
signify a different standard for belonging, the FRG’s commitment to
descent as the defining criterion for citizenship would ultimately pre-
vail. Because the FRG was the stronger and more prosperous of the two,
it became a magnet for dissatisfied East Germans in the 1950s before
the GDR closed its borders and especially in the late 1980s as the GDR
dissolved.

Past precedents and present imperatives: ethnicity and
expellees in the two Germanys

The huge Nazi resettlement schemes and the subsequent defeat of the
Third Reich brought disaster to the German diaspora, some communi-
ties of which extended back 700 years. Whether previously uprooted by
Nazism, fleeing the Red Army as the Third Reich crumbled, or evicted
by postwar governments, German refugees trekked westward. Like the
Algerian Pieds-Noirs, they personified the humiliating end to a vicious
colonial war and the uncertain prospects of integration upon their
‘return’ to an unfamiliar metropole.5 As well as meeting Stalin’s demand
that Soviet boundaries extend westward, the Allies sanctioned the pop-
ulation ‘transfers’ to eliminate the foundations of Prussian militarism,
compensate Eastern European nations for their suffering under the
German occupation, and prevent a recurrence of the minority conflicts
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that bedeviled the interwar successor states. In fact, the migration of
Germans belonged to a broader context made worse by the war that Nazi
Germany unleashed, the ‘unmixing of peoples’ in the Eurasian ‘shatter
zone’ since the 1870s, which resulted from the ethnicizing and nation-
alizing of imperial subjects.6 Now the effort to create homogeneous
nation-states, be they of Soviet occupiers, local postwar governments,
or the western Allies, sent Germans packing.7 Yet unable to handle the
millions of stateless people who overwhelmed their resources, occu-
pation authorities left local German leaders to contend with the new
arrivals.

The three western Allied zones that became the FRG absorbed nearly
three-quarters of the expellees. In accepting responsibility for Nazism’s
ruthless population policies, the FRG’s Basic Law granted asylum to
persecuted foreigners and overturned the Nuremberg Laws that lim-
ited full citizenship to ‘Aryans’. Moreover, it conferred citizenship on
German refugees, who qualified according to the Imperial and Weimar
precedent of jus sanguinis, or law of descent. It promised the ‘right
of return’ to those who remained outside the FRG, including those
in the GDR. Thus the FRG dissolved the Third Reich’s distinction
between Reichsdeutsche, that is Germans with Reich citizenship, and
Volksdeutsche, ethnic Germans from beyond the Reich’s borders who
had not previously held Reich citizenship.8 It provided the common
denominator of descent to incorporate what were in fact diverse peoples
divided by region, cultural traditions, and historical experience.

However, descent was not automatically reducible to ethnicity, for
according to Imperial and Weimar law immigrants (with difficulty)
could become citizens after several generations of residence. Yet because
it was crucial to nationalizing millions of Germans, it would discour-
age the acceptance and integration of ‘others’.9 In essence the politics
of citizenship expressed the myth of a common German ‘victimhood’
attributed not to National Socialism but to the Allies. Hence the term
‘expellee’ depicted passive recipients of the actions of others. It cov-
ered those whom National Socialism ‘resettled’, refugees from the Soviet
advance, and Germans ousted by ‘wild’ or government-initiated expul-
sions. Like Reich Germans victimized by Allied bombing, ‘expellees’ also
suffered simply by being German.10

To be sure, eligibility for citizenship belied the rocky reception that
many newcomers experienced. The competition for food, housing,
and initially jobs incurred the resentment of residents. The seeming
strangeness of the new arrivals prompted resident Germans to dispar-
age them as ‘foreigners’, ‘Poles’, or ‘gypsies’.11 To contain the social and
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political problems that expellees presented, which included the fear that
their regional and national lobbies would form an extra parliamentary
opposition, the Christian Democratic-led government under Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer offered economic as well as legal security.

The Equalization of Burdens Act of 1952 taxed residents who had sur-
vived the war relatively unscathed to compensate expellees, prisoners of
war, widows, orphans, and victims of persecution or material destruc-
tion.12 Social and economic inequality persisted between newcomers
and ‘natives’, and some expellees departed for the USA and Canada.
Nevertheless, monetary compensation, the government’s courtship of
expellees, and the West German ‘Economic Miracle’, persuaded most to
see their future in West Germany.13 To neutralize expellee organizations,
many of them representing Germans from the former Prussian east, and
to exploit the provisional status of the Oder–Neisse boundary as stipu-
lated at the Potsdam Conference, the Adenauer government advocated
a reunified Germany that returned to its 1937 borders before the Nazi
annexations of Austria and the Sudetenland.14

At the founding of the German Democratic Republic and its incor-
poration into the Soviet Bloc, the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED)
quickly moved to assimilate East Germany’s four million expellees with
promises of a standard of living equal to that of residents. To ful-
fill its commitment to erasing social and cultural distinctions between
natives and newcomers, the GDR instituted a modest restitution pro-
gram and interest-free loans. By settling most of its newcomers in rural
areas, the SED combined two critical tasks; redistributing the property
of large estate owners, and resettling ethnic Germans to underpopulated
regions.15

Unlike the CDU-led West Germany, which provided space for
expellees to express their distinctiveness, the SED prohibited expellee
organizations and discouraged the public discussion of their double
trauma, displacement and the subordination of their homelands to com-
munist rule. Indeed, the GDR used the term ‘resettlers’ to describe the
newcomers rather than ‘expellees’ because the latter contradicted the
myth of the Red Army as ‘liberator’. In 1950, the SED formally ratified
the Oder–Neisse line and the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans from
Czechoslovakia as the justifiable consequence of the Nazi regime’s crim-
inality.16 In yet another significant departure from the FRG, the GDR’s
criteria for citizenship separated Germanness from descent. Although in
practice birth conferred citizenship on most, socialist rights and respon-
sibilities and a new vision of the nation as a ‘socialist Heimat’ defined
the GDR citizen (Bürger).17
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Contrary to the SED’s ‘totalitarian’ reputation, clandestine subcultures
of refugees and expellees pushed back against the SED’s prohibitions
despite being subjected to extensive surveillance. The arts and espe-
cially literature provided an opening through which the distinctive
experiences of ‘resettlers’ and their meaning could be expressed.18 Yet
the GDR’s determination to render the expulsions invisible to public
memory encouraged many ‘resettlers’ to move once more, this time to
the Federal Republic. Neither undercapitalized restitution through land
reform, nor a standard of living that lagged behind that of other East
Germans, nor the state’s unwillingness to acknowledge the pain of its
‘new citizens’ encouraged expellees to accept their lot. Thousands fled to
the relative openness and prosperity of West Germany before the GDR
closed its borders, in effect legitimatizing the FRG’s exclusive claim to
represent Germandom.

Throughout the Adenauer era, the West German government insisted
upon the renegotiation of the Oder–Neisse line and the return of
the ‘lost’ territories in the east. Despite suspicions of Adenauer’s well-
known anti-Prussianism and his unambiguous Atlanticist foreign policy,
Adenauer wanted the restoration of the former Prussian territories and
went so far as to imagine a reunited Germany’s ‘peaceful’ colonization
of the ‘East’ in the manner of the Teutonic Knights.19 The influence
of expellee organizations and especially their national umbrella, the
Federation of Expellees (BdV) was considerable, for it reinforced the
government’s refusal to recognize the outcomes of the Cold War and
overrode the pressure from business and center-left constituencies to
improve the FRG’s relations with its eastern neighbors.20

In a similar vein, the Hallstein Doctrine, which refused diplomatic
relations to nations that recognized the GDR, denied the GDR’s legit-
imacy and reinforced the FRG’s claim to exclusive representation.21

In fact, neither Adenauer’s pipe dream of colonizing the ‘East’ nor even
the ‘modest’ goal of a reunited Germany with its 1937 borders, which
no Weimar nationalist would have accepted, was achievable. If the Allies
at Potsdam saw the Oder–Neisse boundary as ‘temporary’ pending a
final settlement, the breakdown of the ‘Grand Alliance’ ensured the de
facto sovereignty of Poland and the Soviet Union over former Prussian
territory.

By the mid-1960s, two developments forced a change in West German
policy, beginning with the full recognition that the Western Allies would
not seriously challenge the Cold War divide. The unwillingness of the
United States, the strongest of the Allies, to intervene in the East German
workers’ uprising in 1953 and the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 should
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have been the handwriting on the wall. Yet the GDR’s decision in August
1961 to enclose West Berlin with a wall and barbed wire and shut down
the last escape hatch to the FRG with little more than verbal condem-
nations from the West, ended months of inter-Allied conflict over the
city’s status.22

Moreover, recovering the ‘lost homelands’ became less important to
the West German public at large and even to refugees and expellees
themselves.23 Nostalgic commemorations that celebrated provincial and
regional identities allowed many to assuage the pain of their loss,
while reports of conditions in the homelands, often cast in anti-Slavic
stereotypes of ruination, persuaded exiles that they could never return.
‘Homesick tours’ to former German territory in Poland further con-
firmed the irreversibility of their departure. Indeed for Germans who
remained behind after the initial migrations, going ‘home’ meant seek-
ing a better life in West Germany rather than remaining as minorities in
hostile and radically transformed environments.24

Such shifts in thinking accompanied Adenauer’s retirement in 1963,
the waning of CDU rule, and in 1969 the ascendancy of the Social
Democratic-Liberal Democratic coalition under its chancellor Willy
Brandt. Recognizing that a future reunification could not occur with-
out accepting the Oder–Neisse line, Brandt concluded treaties with the
Soviet Union and Poland in 1972 that acknowledged the boundary
as ‘inviolable’. In addition to the FRG’s de facto recognition of the
GDR in the same year, thus burying the Hallstein Doctrine, a treaty
with Czechoslovakia in 1973 nullified the 1938 Munich agreement, the
most notorious episode in the prewar appeasement of Hitler.25 Although
the FRG recognized the Oder–Neisse and Czech–German boundaries as
‘inviolable’ rather than ‘unconditional’, a concession to the vehement
opposition of expellee organizations, Brandt’s Ostpolitik represented a
major step toward accepting the territorial consequences of Hitler’s war
for Lebensraum. Yet another legacy of empire, the imagined ethnic bonds
of Germanness, had yet to be confronted.

Problematic outsiders: occupying armies, Jews, and ‘guest’
workers

In West Germany the task of accommodating German refugees and
expellees had been enormous, but the bestowal of citizenship, the public
recognition of their plight, and a booming economy eased their inte-
gration. Although less successful than the FRG, the GDR’s version of
citizenship sought to unite residents and newcomers. Yet others who
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populated the occupation zones after the defeat of the Third Reich, the
German–Jewish remnant, Jewish displaced persons from Eastern Europe,
and Allied soldiers, posed greater difficulties. Although Jews personified
Nazism’s greatest crime and received offers of citizenship (or the restora-
tion of it for German Jews) for that reason, pervasive anti-Semitism
encouraged most to emigrate.

In West Germany the Jewish community numbered only 25,000 by
the end of the 1950s.26 In the GDR, Jewish victims received recogni-
tion and restitution as ‘victims of fascism’, but the SED’s campaign
against the ‘cosmopolitanism’ (foreignness) of its high-ranking Jewish
members and its hostility to Israel forced Jews to emigrate or deny
their Jewishness.27 Allied soldiers and especially their offspring, start-
ing with the children of women whom Soviet soldiers had raped, were
stigmatized as ‘Mongols’ or ‘Russians’.28 The children of German women
and Black soldiers, especially African–American GIs, faced marginaliza-
tion as youths, and social and economic discrimination as adults. Yet
because Allied armies refused to acknowledge the paternity of their sol-
diers, the FRG and the GDR had little choice but to grant citizenship to
‘occupation children’.29

Foreign workers, whom West Germany engaged to offset labor short-
ages, assumed a different status because they were never supposed to
become citizens at all. Hired in response to the scarcity of German work-
ers and to meet employers’ desire for a mobile workforce, the German
states assumed that imported labor would be temporary. Thus between
1955 and 1973, the FRG recruited thousands of ‘guest’ workers from
Italy, Spain, Greece, Portugal, Yugoslavia, and especially Turkey which
in the latter case fulfilled the diplomatic objective of economic col-
laboration with a NATO ally.30 With the later influx of spouses and
children, the number of foreigners exceeded four million by the late
1970s. The GDR recruited ‘contract workers’ from Poland, Vietnam,
Cuba, Mozambique, and Angola to fill the gap left by Germans who
fled to the west. Like West Germany, the GDR’s program served a diplo-
matic purpose, in this case establishing fraternal ties with other socialist
states.31 Yet the migration of foreign workers proved intractable over the
long term because historical precedent and the terms of employment
foreclosed the possibility of belonging.

The Federal Republic’s employment of foreign workers derived from
Imperial and Prussian precedent, the recruitment of Polish seasonal
laborers to replace Germans who migrated to the cities for better
wages.32 In fact, the emphasis on descent in the 1913 Imperial citi-
zenship law reflected the fear that Polish and Jewish migrants were
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incapable of assimilation, and that migrant Poles especially encour-
aged the resistance of Prussian Poles against Germanization.33 Given
two-year contracts, West German ‘guest workers’, that is foreigners with-
out the right to naturalization, lived in employer-owned barracks and
later urban ghettos segregated from the native population, the domestic
equivalent to their place on the shop floor as performers of tasks that
Germans refused to do.34

Problems arose, however, when corporate needs undermined the pro-
gram’s original intention. Because it cost more to train new workers
every two years than to keep them as long as needed, employers pressed
the government to allow the extension of contracts. By the mid-1960s,
regional practices and court decisions resulted in the right of workers
to change employers and for many the right to an extended residency.
Family reunions contributed to the growth of the foreign population,
despite the stoppage of the labor recruitment program in the wake of
the 1973 oil crisis.35

By the late 1970s, the evidence that the ‘guest worker’ program had
evolved beyond its original intentions demanded a clarification of the
place of foreign workers in West German society. The Social–Liberal
coalition of Chancellor Helmut Schmidt proposed to eliminate the sta-
tus of ‘guest worker’ and make foreign residents eligible for what he
termed ‘integration’. In rejecting the coalition’s proposal, the CDU and
its allies claimed that cultural differences between Germans and for-
eigners were unbridgeable, a position that hardened with the surge
of nationalism that in 1982 accompanied its return to power. To be
sure, a significant pro-immigration lobby, which developed outside
the CDU-dominated corridors of power, began to have an impact by
the late 1980s. Grassroots activists among Social Democrats, Greens,
the churches, and foreign residents themselves, lobbied for citizenship
reform, such that even prominent voices in the CDU and the Free
Democrats, the parties most resistant to it, recognized the need for
reform. Yet the barriers to naturalization embedded in social experience
and German practice, the lengthy residency requirement, inconsisten-
cies among the federal states in the willingness to naturalize, the lack of
linguistic and cultural fluency in segregated conditions, and the inabil-
ity to measure up to ethnocultural expectations, created formidable
impediments to overcome.36

Although less numerous in the GDR, foreign workers from other
socialist countries, especially Vietnamese and Mozambicans, faced
greater restrictions than in West Germany.37 Despite its official adher-
ence to ‘socialist fraternalism’, the GDR treated imported workers as
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temporary stopgaps. Yet unlike in West Germany where foreigners
gained freedom of movement and found housing outside the hos-
tels once their families joined them (albeit in the poorer sections of
cities), the East German government kept contract workers separate
from the native population, organized them in homogeneous ‘brigades’,
regulated their leisure time, and subjected them to Stasi surveillance.
Although supposed to be paid the same wages as Germans for the same
work, they usually took the lowest-paid jobs. To be sure, as the exodus
of East Germans mounted in the late 1980s, the increasing demand for
contract workers meant fewer limitations, so they could escape the hos-
tels and control their leisure time. Vietnamese workers especially found
a niche in the parallel economy making clothes for East Germans to
compensate for the shortages and poor quality of manufactured goods.38

Yet the ‘temporary’ status of foreigners and social reality itself worked
against the acceptance of outsiders. Aside from the occasional friendly
interactions with Germans, distance or hostility was more common.
Attacks on foreigners became a way especially for young men to tout
their ‘unsocialist’ nationalism and their anger at the GDR’s economic
and political failings. Racism against Africans was especially prevalent.
Drawing upon stereotypes drawn from the Imperial Germany’s pre-
World War I overseas empire, East Germans described them as little
as better than ‘bushmen’.39 With the SED’s disintegration in 1989 and
merger with West Germany the following year, the depth of antagonism
toward foreigners became even more apparent.

Toward a new Germany: unification and the problem of
diversity

The collapse of the Soviet Bloc in the late 1980s ended the Cold War and
enabled the unification of the two Germanys. Despite the concern of
Germany’s former enemies as to the united Germany’s impact – its pop-
ulation and economy were one-third larger than those of their neigh-
bors40 – popular pressure proved irresistible. When the GDR opened its
borders on 9 November 1989, East Germans demanded unification with
the FRG as the route to political freedom and a higher standard of living.
Other East Germans had already departed their country after Hungary
opened its borders in the spring of 1989, flooding West Germany by the
thousands.

After forty-five years without a permanent settlement to the German
question, the Allies collectively agreed to unification with conditions.
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In addition to committing the new Germany to European integration,
the Treaty of Final Settlement in September 1990 recognized the
permanence of its borders and its renunciation of territorial claims
against other states. Although the Christian Democratic Chancellor
Helmut Kohl, sensitive to the CDU’s expellee base, wavered before
publicly committing himself to the boundaries, Kohl’s desire for reuni-
fication and Allied insistence on their permanence took priority.41 The
result was a merger on West German terms: its constitution, its federal
system, its capitalist economy, and even its political parties prevailed.
Nevertheless the costs were enormous. In addition to the infrastructural
renovation of the new German states and the task of integrating the
citizens of a state that no longer existed, united Germany confronted a
new wave of immigration that strained its resources. The influx of Soviet
Jews, refugees from the violent breakup of Yugoslavia, and the two mil-
lion German ‘late resettlers’ from the former Soviet Bloc, brought the
debate over Germanness to a head.

The euphoria of unification dampened the pressure for citizenship
reform even as joy gave way to disillusion. Although the Kohl gov-
ernment granted Soviet Jews residence and eventual citizenship, it also
invoked the Basic Law’s ‘right of return’ and the precedent of descent
to accommodate ‘resettlers’, including many with few linguistic or cul-
tural ties to Germany.42 Violent anti-foreigner xenophobia exploded
especially as the costs of unification mounted. In Eastern Germany,
the unfulfilled promises of unification encouraged angry youths to
attack contract workers and refugees in the economically depressed
towns of Hoyerswerda and Rostock. Similarly Western German skin-
heads assaulted Turks and asylum seekers. In an attempt to assuage
popular outrage, a new law in 1993 restricted the once sacrosanct
right of asylum by barring the entry of most asylum seekers. As a
sop to the center-left, the same legislation included modest steps
to ease naturalization for resident foreigners and restrict the flow
of ‘late resettlers’, mitigating the blatant favoritism that the govern-
ment initially extended to them.43 Yet the fundamental issue, the
need to accept the reality of a multi-ethnic Germany, remained sub-
merged.

Ultimately broadening the criteria for citizenship would come only
with the election of a center-left government. The victory of Chancellor
Gerhard Schröder’s Social Democratic–Green coalition in 1998, which
ended sixteen years of CDU rule, resulted in reforms that went into
effect in 2000.44 For the first time, automatic citizenship was conferred
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at birth (jus soli, or law of the soil) for children born in Germany to at
least one parent with eight years of residence. The path to citizenship
was eased for children of foreign residents born prior to 2000. In addi-
tion, the beneficiaries could now claim dual citizenship up to the age of
twenty-three, at which point they would have to opt for one or the
other. The term of residence required for naturalization was reduced
from fifteen years to eight.45 In 2005, a new immigration law went
into effect to attract highly-skilled workers, who would be eligible for
permanent residence.

The reforms were significant, inasmuch as they accepted the princi-
ple of jus soli for the first time. Yet center-right and popular opposition
to the Schröder government’s more radical proposals, which included
the recognition of dual citizenship, forced the compromise that became
law. In the years since, the still lengthy process and cost of natu-
ralization has raised questions as to the new law’s effectiveness in
creating new citizens.46 Moreover, evidence of persistent inequality and
long-term unemployment, especially among Germans with a ‘migra-
tion background’, suggests that barriers to equal life chances remain
between native Germans (primarily western Germans) and Germans
with foreign-born parents.47

Disparities in education and income, as well as near exclusively
‘foreign’ neighborhoods, express and reinforce German fears of hybrid-
ity. To be sure, there is as yet no anti-immigration political party in
Germany with an appeal comparable to that of the far-rightist par-
ties in France, the UK, and the Netherlands, despite recent gains in
state elections by the Alternative for Germany (AfD).48 Yet the pop-
ularity of Thilo Sarrazin’s book Germany Does Itself In (Deutschland
schafft sich ab), which suggested that Germany’s Muslims were inca-
pable of integration, and the resistance of Pegida (Patriotic Europeans
against the Islamicization of the West) to a new wave of asylum seek-
ers indicates that anti-foreigner sentiment has hardly disappeared.49

Even commemoration of the Holocaust, the very emblem of the
Nazi pursuit of homogeneity, has often avoided applying its lessons
to the present as if the past had little to say about resistance to
immigration.50 Nevertheless, compared to the French expectation of
outright assimilation, one could argue that the acceptance of multi-
ethnicity is greater in Germany and not only because there is domestic
support for it.51 Germany’s shrinking population and the mobil-
ity of labor within the European Union reinforce it, even if the
encouragement of immigration is mainly limited to the skilled and
high-salaried.52
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Conclusion

The resistance to multi-ethnicity resided in historically grounded ethno-
cultural assumptions that seemed ‘natural’, particularly in the Federal
Republic, which at its founding enshrined them in its Basic Law.
Ethnocentrism lay at the core of the imagination of an enlarged
Germany in the ‘East’, subsequently radicalized under National Social-
ism that would unite and protect Germans against Slavs and Jews.
The consequences of defeat, expulsions and occupation, reinforced
ethnocentrism after empire, because nationalizing millions of German
refugees was crucial to absorbing them. Jewish victims of Nazism and
‘occupation children’ could, and did, receive citizenship, yet their ‘oth-
erness’ was a barrier to their acceptance, and foreign workers resided in
limbo for decades. The division of Germany into two and the rivalry
between them further complicated the question of identity. The GDR
established a new standard for belonging, but social realities and the
FRG’s appeal to disaffected East Germans undermined socialist models.
If the forced renunciation of expansionism broke decisively with the
past, the suspicion of difference persisted.

The xenophobia that accompanied reunification and its immediate
legislative outcome suggested that the ‘Berlin Republic’ would con-
tinue to deny the diversity of its population. The 1993 law limiting
the right of asylum gratuitously capitulated to anti-foreign sentiment
without addressing the status of foreign residents. Nevertheless the
same law, which made citizenship for ‘late resettlers’ more difficult to
obtain, acknowledged the re-emergence of a pro-immigration coalition
in response to the attacks on foreigners that would bear fruit by the
end of the decade. The 2000 citizenship reform fell short of reformers’
expectations, but it expanded the basis for citizenship and laid the foun-
dations for the further encouragement of immigration. No doubt the
fear of hybridity persists as do the structural inequalities which those
of ‘migration background’ face. Yet it is clear enough that a significant
legacy of the ‘East’ is receding.
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3
The Birth of the Hexagon: 1962
and the Erasure of France’s
Supranational History
Todd Shepard

In an article that appeared in Les lieux de memoires (1997), the historian
Eugen Weber explained that it was not until the early 1960s that the
term ‘the Hexagon’ became widely used by French writers to describe
France, notably by those in the human sciences. It is somewhat difficult
to convince informed observers that the seemingly self-evident descrip-
tion is so recent. The country does, after all, have six sides, as any map of
Europe that includes political boundaries makes clear. Weber’s argument
comes more sharply into view when he dates its emergence to around
1962. Although he does not directly link it to the end of French Algeria
in that year, the date reminds readers that the territorial boundaries of
modern France were never just European, although in 1962 the percent-
age of its territory outside of Europe shrunk from more than 50 percent
to far less than 20 percent (with almost all of that in sparsely popu-
lated French Guiana). In 1848, the French constitution had declared
that Algeria’s territory was part of France. ‘From empire to hexagon’ was
how a 1981 study evoked the result of ‘decolonization’.1

In 1962, almost all of those Algerians who were known as
‘Europeans’ – who others named Pieds-Noirs, or settlers – became
repatriates, people who came back to their (European) homeland. Other
Algerians with French citizenship who sought to stay in France by flee-
ing to the metropole, those known as harkis (and others who, like
them, had been categorized as ‘Muslim’) were shuffled into the cat-
egory refugees. Both terms worked to erase the 132 years of French
claims that Algeria was France, by obscuring the position of these French
people from Algeria. France became, territorially, more European at the
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very moment it affirmed that only those people from Algeria who were
‘European’ were truly French.

The fact that the hexagonal metaphor is so recent has conceptual
importance, for it challenges presumptions that the modern history of
France can be fully understood via a purely ‘nation-state’ approach. It is
thus worth noting the irony that Weber’s article appears in a multi-
volume opus that – as historian of immigration Gerard Noiriel tren-
chantly remarked in his response to the first edition – had no articles
focused on France’s overseas empire and only one article about the
importance of the empire within the metropole.2 There are also intrigu-
ing tensions between ongoing efforts to think the importance of empire
in making the modern French nation-state and the work of Weber,
most notably his seminal work, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modern-
ization of Rural France, 1870–1914 (1976). On the one hand, the many
subsequent critiques of the modernization thesis that underwrote his
project and, equally important, of the Jacobin and centralizing certain-
ties that drove the narrative emerged in dialogue with ‘the imperial
turn’ in French history.3 The insistent focus, most notably, on the motor
role of ‘the margins’ that motivated many recent efforts to challenge
the erasure of empire from modern French history aligns more eas-
ily with works such as Peter Sahlins’ Boundaries: The Making of France
and Spain in the Pyrenees, with its straightforward critique of Weber’s
arguments.4

On the other hand, Peasants into Frenchmen became a necessary
reference in the emergence of scholarship that demonstrated that impe-
rialism had been foundational for shaping metropolitan, ‘hexagonal’
France. In a brief but very evocative section, Weber notes that the fran-
cization campaigns that sought to unify the language and the daily
practices of people across France were anchored in theories of assimi-
lation, which were most clearly articulated in French plans for Algeria.
For historians inspired by postcolonial critique, in dialogue with the
work of British ‘new imperial’ historians, or eager to think ‘metropole
and colony in one analytic frame’, this clear indication of how overseas
empire shaped state action and the history of France has been generative
indeed.5

In the last two decades, and with growing intensity, historians of
France have become ever more attentive to the role of empire, yet much
of this work offers reassurance to proponents of a wholly ‘national’
history of the post-1798 French state rather than necessary challenges.
This is notably the case with historians’ focus on exceptional situations,
specifically of often extreme violence, whether over the course of French
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rule of their overseas colonies or during the events that produced what
we know as decolonization. Such work needs to continue and grow, and
it has already begun to reinsert the difficult and very real facts they
reveal into current discussions. Unlike the history of twentieth-century
Germany, where analyses of the roles of violence have been founda-
tional, such understandings have been missing in French discussions,
and recent work on French violence linked to empire and its demise
help remedy this problem. Yet it has also participated in erasing how
much more empire and decolonization contributed to the ways that
France is governed and how being French is defined, both in the past
and the present.

Many scholars have described how the French forgot their country’s
colonial past and silenced discussions of the ‘events of Algeria’, from
Benjamin Stora’s The Gangrene and Forgetting to constant invocations of
‘the war without a name’.6 Alain Resnais’ brilliant 1963 film Muriel ou
le temps d’un retour, I argue, offers a filmic template for such analyses of
traumatized repression, in which the levels and types of French violence
that accompanied decolonization stymie efforts to understand, or even
just recount.7 Attention to the ‘trauma’ of violence has often obscured
the work of erasure that took place, as a long history of insisting that
France included Algeria and Algerians, and making laws and choices
that advanced this view, were quickly deemed unspeakable. Historical
research into the years when Algeria became independent shows that
there were active decisions made to distinguish French from Algerian.
History was erased, rather than being repressed.8

The most important French historians on the Algerian War, notably
Benjamin Stora, Syvlie Thénault, and Raphaëlle Branche, even as they
have done marvelous work have emphatically placed their histories of
the Algerian War in the framework of nation versus nation. Thénault,
in particular, has insisted that the messy conflict, with all of the many
names assigned at the time and since, needs to be renamed, once and
for all, as the ‘war for Algerian independence’. It is an ahistorical title,
one not affixed to the conflict in contemporary documents that, with
its insistent internationalization of the conflict, denies that other, non-
national developments fully matter.9 Yet historians also need to pay
attention to the more complicated institutional and representational
developments that cannot be easily categorized as ‘positive’ or ‘negative’
or reassuringly slotted into ‘republican’ or ‘anti-republican’ or ‘French’
or ‘Algerian’. Paying attention to empire as constitutive of France, that
is, points us toward categories and descriptions of French history that
are unfamiliar and yet merit attention.
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Decolonization, many argue, marked the end of the Republic’s impe-
rial ‘detour’, of practices and arguments that flagrantly violated repub-
lican values, comforted the Republic’s enemies, and thus sapped its
institutions. This vision echoes some of the small number of French
voices that, before 1959, struggled to have France recognize that the
time for empire was over. It also rehearses the claims of President Charles
de Gaulle, who worked tirelessly after 1959 to pretend that he and
France had chosen decolonization, in Africa and then Algeria, rather
than been forced out by circumstances beyond their control.10 A quite
different interpretation presents the history of decolonization as key to
understanding how the pursuit and government of empire were, rather
than a diversion, an inextricable part of the French history of republics
and republicanism since 1792.

Every French republic, after all, was also an empire; historically,
the overwhelming majority of republicans had accepted empire, some
had ardently called for it, and many anti-colonialists relied on non-,
even anti-, republican arguments.11 More specifically, the history of the
Fourth and Fifth Republics, notably their institutions, were both tied
to often forgotten but substantive efforts to redefine republican princi-
ples and state structure in order, first, to keep the colonies and, then,
to get out of Algeria. When the Algerian Revolution forced their hand,
French governments planned and put in place extensive and inno-
vative social and economic reforms, meant to improve connections
between Algerian and metropolitan French departments and people.12

Such late colonial efforts of integrating the empire and its ‘citizens’ dif-
fered radically from the Nazi empire in Eastern Europe and its quest
for ethnic homogeneity.13 In part, they were also a response to the
breakdown of the Third Reich and the post-1945 delegitimization of
racism.

In their underexplored archives, debates about what form the French
state should take in order to keep Algeria part of France play an unex-
pected role. Such discussions led to important decisions, which shifted
sharply and repeatedly between ‘nation-state’, a state based in a nation
made up of all people in Algeria as well as the metropole (what some pro-
ponents went so far as to term a ‘Franco-Algerian’ or ‘Franco-Muslim’
nation14), and ‘supranational’ state, with plans to establish a republic
that, in Algeria, would be ‘federal’ or ‘federative’. This supranational
French history continues to matter, despite the efforts of historians to
focus only on the French nation-state, on the ‘hexagon’ that (finally)
took shape in 1962. For France continues to be deeply involved in
another supranational project that emerged in those years – ‘Europe’ –
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and continues to be governed by the state, the Fifth Republic, that
emerged in the midst of the Algerian Revolution.

The strange defeat, free France, and the empire

Retrospectively, the defeat of Nazism and fascism in 1945 seemed to
promise an end as well to the age of European empires. The Allies, after
all, fought in the name of democracy and in opposition to the Axis
Powers’ blatant and brutal celebration of both racial hierarchies and
imperialism.15 Yet among French politicians, intellectuals, and officials –
notably those who most loudly trumpeted the republic’s triumph – such
views were seldom heard. Rather, leaders who had fought to defeat
Vichy drew very different lessons from recent French history. The French
government’s capitulation to Germany, on 22 June 1940, and the 10 July
vote at Vichy to transform the republic into the ‘French State’ magnified
the bond between republic and empire. Symbolically, on 21 June 1940,
some thirty French politicians embarked on the ship Massilia for French
Morocco, where they planned to re-establish a republican government
that could continue the fight against Germany (they were arrested on
arrival).16

Less well known at the time, but more successfully, on 18 June,
Charles de Gaulle proclaimed from London that the empire meant that
the Republic could and would fight on. It was in French colonies that
his claim to embody a still-existing Republic, which rendered the Vichy
State’s exercise of sovereignty illegitimate, gradually gained strength.
In autumn 1940, Félix Éboué, Governor-General of Chad, recognized
de Gaulle’s authority, buttressing it with French (African) territories and
troops.17 Eventually, the hundreds of thousands of French soldiers raised
overseas allowed Free France to participate in the Liberation of Europe
and, as the battle-song of the Algerian-based Army of Africa proclaimed,
‘to come from the colonies / to save la Patrie’.18

The dark days of World War II proved to many that France needed
its overseas colonies more than ever. In the words of socialist deputy
Paul Ramadier, ‘the problem of empire is now the problem of our coun-
try’s life and existence’.19 For de Gaulle and others, the empire’s gift of
both troops and evidence that the Republic had soldiered on after June
1940, anchored his efforts to deny American supremacy over France:
as Gaston Monnerville, deputy from Guyana, proclaimed on 12 May
1945, ‘without its Empire, France would be nothing but a liberated
country. Thanks to its Empire, France is one of the victors.’20 Such
interpretations gave added urgency to efforts to counter calls, from
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among the colonized and on the world stage, for quick independence
for all colonies. With similar convictions, British officials, most vocally
Winston Churchill, who had authored the 1941 Atlantic Charter along-
side President Franklin D. Roosevelt, worked to sidestep its anti-colonial
summons ‘to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those
who have been forcibly deprived of them’.21

Both before and after their return to Paris, de Gaulle and other French
leaders forthrightly contested the Atlantic Charter’s roadmap. The 1944
Brazzaville Conference, which brought together colonial administrators
to map out the new principles and structures that were supposed to
redefine the empire, formally declared that neither ‘the idea of auton-
omy’ nor ‘le self-government [in English in the original]’ were among
the options.22 In perhaps the most brazen repudiation of Roosevelt’s
wartime promise that European empires would end, the French ver-
sion of the United Nations’ Charter of 1946 differed starkly from
its English-language ‘twin’. Whereas the latter committed signatories
‘to develop self-government’ in their colonies, the former enjoined
them merely (as an English translation of the Charter’s French version
makes clear) ‘to develop the ability of colonized peoples to administer
themselves’.23

The ‘Overseas’ and Federal Republic

In 1947, the newspaper Le Monde interpreted the ‘end of the British
Empire’ in India as resulting from Britain’s historical incapacity to
respond to popular demands for liberation. France’s revolutionary her-
itage, by contrast, made it possible for the republic to maintain the
shape of the empire yet wholly alter its content.24 To show how much
would change, French officials began with new names. Speaking at
Brazzaville, Charles de Gaulle had invoked the ‘Bloc France-Colonies’,
and commentators had many other suggestions for renaming the French
Empire; one article, for example, called for a ‘Global France’ (La France
mondiale), while a book co-authored by the Senegalese poet/politician
Léopold Sédar Senghor proposed the ‘French Imperial Community’.
It was the term of the French Union, first advanced by the Provisional
Government of the French Republic’s Minister of the Colonies, which
quickly gained popularity. By 1945, it also had become de rigueur to
refer to colonial territories as ‘Overseas France’. The new Constitution of
October 1946 ensconced both names in law. Yet there were not just new
names: words that were central to the history of French republicanism
were redefined. In a series of laws, including the Constitutions of 1946



The Birth of the Hexagon 59

and 1958, definitions of ‘republic’ and ‘citizen’ were repeatedly stretched
and reworked.25 While they threatened to render these dual leitmotifs
of modern French history meaningless, such maneuvers suggested that
the right institutional frame would allow anti-colonial challenges to be
overcome.

The Constitution of 1946 defined the Republic to include the
metropole as well as ‘Overseas France’, itself divided into ‘Overseas
Departments’ and ‘Overseas Territories’. The former title was given in
1947 to the so-called Old Colonies, which had been French before 1789;
these had the same governmental institutions as the metropole. The lat-
ter category encompassed the former colonies. Legally, it was unclear
whether the three departments of Algeria were part of the metropole
or had the status of ‘overseas departments’.26 Unlike either, but like
Overseas Territories, they shared a local assembly. Such confusion typi-
fied this era of indecision, which resulted from the unresolved conflict
between federalists and those committed to the (Jacobin) traditions of
French republicanism.

This certainty that the nation could be revitalized by participating
in new supranational states influenced French debates. This, rather
than any suspicion of the nation, helps explain why, from 1944 to
1954 French politicians (whether Christian Democrats, Socialists, Pierre
Mendès France, or de Gaulle); intellectuals, in publications as diverse as
Les Temps modernes, Preuves, Le Monde, Témoignage chrétien, or Le Figaro;
union leaders associated with the General Confederation Labor – Work-
ers’ Force (CGT-FO); and the French Confederation of Christian Workers
(CFTC), proclaimed their attachment to federalism, to commonwealths,
to unions, to supranational organizations. New institutional connec-
tions within Western Europe were one focus; however, transforming
existing imperial ties between the metropole and its overseas territories,
colonies, and protectorates was even more important. The Constitutions
of 1946 and 1958, as well as many other laws and projects proposed that
France and the territories and peoples that France had conquered should
seek, together, to move beyond both the empire and the nation-state;
this did not mean dissolving or moving beyond nations.

One approach sought to federalize connections as a way to escape
Empire and to recognize, as one jurist put it, that ‘France does not have
an empire, she is an empire . . . a Global France’.27 Beginning at the 1944
Brazzaville Conference, there were repeated proposals to transform the
empire into a federation. René Capitant, Minister of Education in the
Provisional Government of the French Republic (GPRF) and a close ally
of de Gaulle, argued during the first Constitutive Assembly, ‘the French



60 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

Union will be federal or it will not be’.28 Various Christian Democrats,
Socialists, and Communists as well, gave strong support to federalist
French Union schemes which received vocal backing from ‘indigenous’
deputies representing the colonies, such as Senghor of Senegal and
Ferhat Abbas of Algeria. The French Union that came into being, how-
ever, was not a federation; final decisions remained in the hands of what
one speaker termed the ‘federative organ’ and what another called ‘the
locomotive’: France.29

The Franco-Algerian republic

While reticent to embrace federalism, it was only during two rela-
tively short periods between 1945 and 1962 that a French government
clearly marked its preference for a centralized republic, over and against
any supranational structure. In early 1955, in response to the 1 Novem-
ber 1954 attacks that announced the start of the Algerian Revolution,
Prime Minister Pierre Mendès France named Jacques Soustelle to take
over as Governor-General of Algeria.

The anthropologist and Gaullist politician had been a visible sup-
porter of federalism since his brief tenure as minister of the colonies
in 1945. His federalism was the focus of right-wing critics of the govern-
ment’s response to the rebellion. According to an anonymous pamphlet
from February 1955, ‘Soustelle . . . has declared himself in favor of a
Federal French Republic “from Dunkirk to Tananrive [Madagascar]” that
would include a Federal Assembly and Government’.30 Soustelle told
legislators in both Paris and Algiers that, although one of the most
well-known supporters of federalism, he no longer supported a federal
solution: with a new policy termed ‘integration’, he and the government
both would move beyond colonial-era debates over assimilation versus
association and focus their efforts on building what he called a Franco-
Muslim (or Franco-Algerian) Republic, which would include France and
Algeria and be dealt with as a unit distinct from the French Union. He
argued that figuring out how to synthesize the diverse populations of
Algeria with the people of France would revitalize the nation as well as
the republic.31

The left-wing Republican Front won elections in January 1956 on a
platform that rejected integrationism and supported peace in Algeria;
some integrationist social reforms were, in fact, adopted, but between
then and 1958, French governments renewed federalist possibilities.
In Europe, the 1957 Treaty of Rome established the European Com-
munity; in French sub-Saharan Africa, the Deferre Law of June 1956
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territorialized the budget and most government responsibilities; in
Algeria, the Loi-Cadre of February 1958 established an explicitly fed-
eral form of government – the existing twelve departments, which a
1957 reform had mapped out, and the Southern Territories of the Sahara
that would be transformed into fifteen departments and four to six
regions. Alongside ‘the Algerian population’, internal government dis-
cussion identified ‘international public opinion’ as the target of these
reforms.32

This move toward federalism provoked violent reactions, which led
directly to the republic’s collapse. In May 1958, a massive demonstra-
tion in Algiers, which demanded that the French government guarantee
Algeria’s place in the republic, led to the fall of the Fourth Republic.
Even some observers who wanted Algerian independence, or accepted
it as inevitable, were surprised at the enthusiastic crowds, made up of
both ‘Europeans’ and ‘Muslims’; many came to believe that, as in other
‘revolutionary’ moments, fraternity had emerged to redefine the repub-
lic. Decisions taken in 1958, notably the October Constitution, aimed
to manage new forms of autonomy for most of the remaining former
colonies while staving off any autonomy for the Algerian departments;
they did so by resolving the constant post-1945 indecision concerning
the connections between France and its overseas possessions.

The new Fifth Republic distinguished Algeria from the other terri-
tories, affirming that it was one with the metropole – a republican
center – while leaving the status of Overseas Departments untouched
and redefining the Union as a Community (a much looser relation-
ship that soon led to formal independence for all the territories of West
and Equatorial Africa).33 Officially, distinctions between the continental
and Algerian shores of the ‘metropole’ now were based on exceptional
laws – notably a series of social welfare provisions to address the results
of discrimination and extravagant restrictions on civil liberties to crush
nationalist activity – rather than being the norm.

The meaning of citizenship

The enormous uncertainty around the institution of citizenship was also
resolved in 1958. During World War II, the National Council of the
Resistance had made ‘An Extension of Political, Social, and Economic
Rights to the Indigenous and Colonial Populations’ a key principal in its
1944 platform; the recommendations from the Brazzaville Conference
declared a ‘concern to push aside anything that leads to subordina-
tion and, to the contrary, take account of the consent of colonial
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populations’; while Monnerville and others linked the need to extend
new liberties to the ‘the blood debt’ that France owed its colonial sub-
jects. Between 1944 and 1947, France abolished the status of ‘colonial
subject’; extended French citizenship to all former French subjects from
the Overseas Territories (colonies) and Algeria; and created a new French
Union citizenship, which included all French citizens (newly minted as
well as the others) and the peoples of the ‘associated states’ and protec-
torates who had their own (non-French) nationality – Morocco, Tunisia,
and the new Indochinese Federation.

What Parisian decision-makers failed to do was define what rights
accompanied either status. Some were clear: forced labor and the infa-
mous ‘native codes’ were abolished; ‘French citizenship’ guaranteed free
circulation throughout the Union, including France; all ‘citizens’ were
eligible for civil service posts.34 Most were unclear: the double college
system divided all elected posts between those with ‘French status’ and
those with ‘local’ status, yet some ‘qualified’ men with ‘local’ status were
given ‘French status’; Algerians with ‘local status’, who had restricted
political rights in Algeria enjoyed full political rights if they moved to
the metropole; laws proclaimed that ‘local status’ women would have
the vote, which French women had won in 1944, yet many places, such
as Algeria, did not extend this right. Tens of millions of people from
outside the metropole now carried a title sacralized by the French Rev-
olution, but accompanied by multiple, radically different and wholly
unequal sets of rights.

These inequalities and ambiguities resulted from the decision of the
second constitutive assembly, elected in June 1946, not to resolve the
uncertainties. The immediate goal was to avoid extending the vote to
the majority of non-European ‘French citizens’: in the words of former
Prime Minister and Radical Party stalwart Edouard Hérriot, this might
give ‘overseas citizens’ more votes than ‘citizens of the metropole’, in
which case ‘France would become the colony of its former colonies’; his
speech led, within days, to the project being sidelined. Plans for territo-
rial assemblies to be elected via universal suffrage were shelved, replaced
with a double college system, which guaranteed that ‘Europeans’ in
Algeria and colonists elsewhere would be disproportionately repre-
sented. All references to the consent of colonial peoples, notably to their
right to leave the Union, also disappeared from the project.35

The immediate recognition given to the political rights of ‘overseas
citizens’ was small: a new French Union Assembly theoretically repre-
sented France’s ‘new citizens’, those from what used to be known as
colonies, but the body contained as many metropolitan representatives
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as overseas ones. In any event, it was a legislature without legislative
authority. It was not until 1956 that Félix Houphouët-Boigny from Côte
d’Ivoire became the first African minister in a French government. There
were, however, more gains in terms of social rights. Across West Africa,
notably, labor unions invoked citizenship in their successful efforts to
gain the same social rights as other French people, including a minimum
wage, unemployment insurance, and family allowances.36

As with uncertainties about the shape of the republic, the Algerian
War brought some clarity to what citizenship meant. In 1958, the dou-
ble college system was abolished, giving all Algerians (including women)
equal political rights. Elections that year led to dozens of so-called
Muslims from Algeria entering parliament; they made up just under ten
percent of French deputies and senators. The ‘Muslim’ Nafissa Sid-Cara
was named Secretary of State for Muslim Social Affairs in January 1959.
A new legal definition of ‘Muslims from Algeria’, based on origins (and
not religion), allowed the extension of ‘exceptional’ political and social
rights to this group of French citizens. A new electoral law guaranteed a
minimum number of seats for ‘Muslims’ in all elections held in Algeria,
from the National Assembly to municipal councils.

The extension of social rights went further than formal equality.
Officials began to refer to the concept of ‘discrimination’ in order to
explain why it was necessary to take exceptional measures to create the
possibility for real equality. Interestingly, the first official French doc-
ument to refer to ‘discrimination’ appears to be a 1954 report on the
situation of ‘Algerian Muslim’ workers in the metropole.37 Subsequent
plans for integrationist policies explained the cause of the problem
as economic inequality accentuated by anti-Algerian racism in France
as well as Algeria. While there were some real effects on the lives
of Algerians, it is also significant that the Fifth Republic used these
policies, which targeted anti-Algerian racism and its consequences, as
models for the ‘social promotion’ policies it inaugurated across France
in 1959. A ‘social citizenship’ approach sidelined questions of class
to address specific forms of group handicap (for example, illiterates;
disaster victims; farmers after a drought).38

Not an empire: a republic confronting racism

The government presented these policies on the world stage as
emblematic of the Fifth Republic. In 1959, Prime Minister Michel Debré
pushed the French Army to name a ‘Muslim’ general ‘before the next ses-
sion of the UN General Assembly’. Integrationism, French ambassadors
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and officials repeated, showed that the French Republic, once again, was
pioneering efforts to create ‘liberty, equality, fraternity’ and extend the
‘rights of Man’, this time in a context of stark ethnic differences. Algeria,
they reminded listeners, was not a colony; the situation there should be
compared, instead, to the far less aggressive efforts to fight the effects
of racism in countries like the Soviet Union or the United States of
America.39

From World War II onwards, French leaders preferred to contrast
their plans to bring justice to all Algerians through comparison with
the ‘hypocritical’ anti-colonialism and anti-racism of the US and the
USSR. In fact, the most direct challenges to French colonialism came not
from the two superpowers but from colonized peoples themselves. Many
demonstrations were met with a heavy hand, notably against national-
ists. In early May 1945, reacting to news that the war in Europe had been
won, anti-colonial demonstrators took to the street in Damascus and
in Sétif, Algeria. The former was largely peaceful until 29 May, when
French forces bombed the parliament building and ‘modern quarters’,
killing at least four hundred Syrians; during the latter, violent attacks
targeted local ‘Europeans’, murdering about one hundred. The French
response was brutal, massacring (perhaps tens of) thousands and round-
ing up nationalists across Algeria. In March 1947, a violent revolt broke
out in Madagascar, shaped jointly by recent elections and rural discon-
tent; French repression over the next year killed upwards of one hundred
thousand Malagasy.40

The two most significant French wars of decolonization – first
in Indochina, then Algeria – witnessed even greater violence. These
episodes forced responses from many French politicians and intellectu-
als, which revealed much about how they envisioned the republic’s role
in its overseas possessions. On the left, there was no unified response,
with events in Algeria producing the greatest divergences and uncer-
tainty. Beyond small groups on the far left, intellectuals such as Simone
de Beauvoir and Francis Jeanson, who rejected republicanism, and a
minority of Communist dissidents, very few could bring themselves to
support the Islamically-inflected Algerian nationalists – particularly after
the National Liberation Front (FLN) announced its use of terrorism as a
tactic.

Saving the republic

It was the use of terrorism in 1961 and 1962 by the pro-French Algeria
Secret Army Organization (OAS) – which targeted random ‘Muslims’,
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Gaullists, and leftists in Algeria, and intellectuals and left-wing targets
in the metropole – that finally catalyzed a formidable left-wing move-
ment for the ‘defense of the republic’. Earlier critics of French forces’
systematic use of torture on ‘suspect’ Algerians had castigated the viola-
tion of republican principles. The protests that developed in early 1962
moved beyond arguments that a colonial ‘gangrene’ was damaging the
republic to insist that the delayed decolonization of Algeria threatened
to let ‘fascists’ abolish the republic altogether.41

This mobilization, I would suggest, established many of the claims
and certainties that have shaped subsequent discussions by historians.
Ben Stora’s Le transfert d’une mémoire, for example, deploys evidence
and argument to give depth to a claim – that France had a ‘southern
problem’ which, like the USA, involved a more reactionary and racist
population troubling efforts to modernize – that emerged among ‘new
left’ journalists in 1962, as they reported on the mass arrival of Pieds-
Noirs in Southern France.42 Most importantly, however, the war’s end
mobilization anchored the argument that to support ‘empire’, that is
French Algeria, was anti-republican at best, and that, at worst, what
typified this movement could fruitfully be compared to fascism.

Over the following months, the French government reached a cease-
fire and then withdrew from a now independent Algeria. It took
advantage of this process to redefine key aspects of the republic. Dur-
ing the fight to keep Algerian French, exceptional laws had temporarily
authorized the violation of civil liberties (for example, press censorship;
exceptional tribunals; police searches after sunset; mandatory ID cards);
the need to leave Algeria (and fight the OAS) legitimated making these
measures part of French law. Executive power to interfere in court deci-
sions was extended. The marginalization of legislative power, and the
affirmation of executive primacy, which most jurists and politicians had
understood to be exceptional – linked, that is, to the Algerian emer-
gency – became standard practice. This redefinition of the republic was
accompanied by a reframing of the nation, as the French government,
in violation of the Evian Accords that led to Algerian independence,
stripped almost all Muslims of Algeria of their French citizenship; the
‘European’ minority, however, was allowed to hold onto theirs. As cit-
izens, the latter enjoyed the right to ‘repatriate’ to France. Another
executive decision authorized government efforts to treat ‘Muslims’ who
had worked to keep Algeria French, the so-called harkis, as potential
refugees, rather than repatriating them as citizens.

If, as Shelley Baranowski’s chapter in this volume emphasizes, the
Nazi Empire had been built on the drive to homogenize, it was after
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1962 – after Algeria had been lost – that French governments shifted
abruptly from celebrating the opportunities offered by diversity to seek-
ing to define French people as (almost all) ‘European’. In the fall of 1962,
a referendum, widely seen as violating the Constitution, authorized the
direct election of the President of the Republic. Former Prime Minister
Michel Debré, explaining why he had not included this proposal in the
1958 text, which he had largely authored, closed the circle that Edouard
Hérriot had opened in 1946: in 1958 ‘the body of electors was the body
of electors of the French Union, with all the African peoples and the
Muslims of Algeria’. Under those conditions, he continued, ‘election by
universal suffrage was impossible’.43

The government’s response to Algerian independence made the Fifth
Republic more ‘European’ than any regime since 1789 – and, as the
republic became the Hexagon, established government institutions that
broke with republican doxa. That response also served to exclude from
French history the central role that overseas lands and peoples had
played. Such a move was possible because French voters were eager
to clear away the confusion that post-1944 efforts to maintain French
positions around the globe had entailed.

Ambiguities surrounding the French Union and ‘overseas citizenship’
had created widespread public bewilderment over which parts of the
world were France; what kind of people were French; what a republic
was; and what citizenship meant. Most interesting, perhaps, was how
decolonization – and Algerian independence most emblematically –
came to be seen as a victory for ‘the republic’, a republic defined pri-
marily in reference to abstract values (liberty, equality, and fraternity;
the rights of Man), rather than a failure of efforts by actual republics
(above all the Fourth and Fifth) to transform the colonies into France.
This European Republic, stripped of its most important non-European
territories and with most of its non-‘European’ nationals stripped of the
right to hold onto their French citizenship, could become more fully
focused on building Europe.

Europe, however, remains a project that has yet to displace France
in most French discussions and, indeed, often seems unlikely to ever
do so. It should be no surprise that many of the actors and many of
the debates that continue to trouble France, still today, are linked to
the ex-colonies. Particularly notable are those who, through personal
experience, family ties, or political engagement, were troubled, affected,
even devastated by the end of French Algeria. While the vast majority of
‘Europeans’ from Algeria, or of harkis, or the descendants and families
of either group have had little connection with far-right politics, the
anti-European Front National makes much of its solidarity with them.
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How to think about Islam and Muslims in France – a concern
that French governments had finally begun to address more seriously
because of the FLN’s revolution, yet which their victory erased from
French memories – also continues to be tied, in many minds and
debates, to the former imperial territories, notably Algeria. Muslim ques-
tions have been particularly tense in the context of the politics of
Europe. Indeed, while pro-European political groups have had little suc-
cess in mobilizing across state boundaries, Pegida (Patriotic Europeans
against the Islamization of the West), a virulently anti-‘Islamization
of Europe’ movement that, beginning in 2014 took root in parts of
Germany, has had some success in mobilizing crowds in places like
the UK and France. It has also received support from far-right politi-
cians across Europe, including France’s Marine Le Pen. Like the pre-1962
French past that Algerian independence cast into shadow, these ongo-
ing ‘European’ developments insistently remind us that French history
continues to be supranational, even as its historians have too often con-
tinued to prefer the clarity of national distinctions to the more complex
reality of the past.
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Assimilation versus Incorporation:
Expellee Integration Policies in East
and West Germany after 1945
Michael Schwartz

In 1968, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) broadcast a film based
on the socialist novel, Wege übers Land (Ways Across the Country). Both
novel and film provided a remarkable historical and political interpreta-
tion of the fate of refugees and expellees who lived in the East German
State.1 Officially they were called Umsiedler (resettlers), following a deci-
sive order of the Soviet Military Administration in the autumn of 1945
that was meant to suppress the then prevailing, but politically inconve-
nient, reference to ‘refugees’. A taboo of the communist dictatorship was
broken in showing scenes of the flight of German women and children
in the winter of 1945, along with the crimes of the Nazi regime against
Jews and Poles as being the cause for the later flight of German civilians.
It was in no way wrong – in fact it was much clearer than in contempo-
rary West German film productions – however, it overemphasized and
isolated these issues.

Much more distorting was the movie’s focus on a female refugee
who had become a National Socialist settler in occupied Poland after
1939. Consequently, her flight in 1945 simply meant a departure from
stolen territory and a return to her real homeland; thus, repatriation
by retaliation. This created the false impression that all of the 12–15
million German refugees and expellees had been only short-term occu-
pants of foreign countries and had been justly pushed back into their
regular fatherland after the failure of its imperialistic aggression in
Eastern Europe. ‘Heim ins Reich’ (‘Back into the Reich’), as the expul-
sionist Eastern European governments had put it in utterly cynical and
propagandistic terms.
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In reality, such a short-term colonist was hardly to be found among
the millions of German victims of ethnic cleansing. Indeed, there had
been some 900,000 who had been ‘resettled’ during World War II by
the Nazi regime, with 650,000 of them being relocated in occupied
Poland. However, these people did not come as colonists from the
German Reich, but rather originated from Soviet East Poland, the Baltic
States, the USSR, Romania, and Yugoslavia where they often had lived
for centuries. Moreover, the large majority of the 12 million surviving
expellees in 1950 came from prewar East German provinces (seven mil-
lion) and from Czechoslovakia (three million). These people had been
living there for many generations, despite the fact that Polish nation-
alists considered East Germany as ancient Polish property (urpolnische
Gebiete) that had been only ‘regained’ in 1945, and that Czech nation-
alists downgraded their Sudeten German neighbors as sheer ‘colonists
and immigrants’ instead of fellow citizens.

Indeed, these ‘colonists’ had at one time been invited to reset-
tle by medieval Bohemian kings, and the many generations of their
decendants would live longer in Bohemia than the white population
from Europe would in America beginning in 1492. Therefore, in inter-
allied negotiations during World War II the topic of ancient Polish
rights to German provinces was hastily silenced. US President Franklin
D. Roosevelt caustically remarked that if this argument was valid, even
Great Britain would be entitled to reclaim the United States as its former
colony2 (in this circle of white male state leaders, nobody considered
the rights of the native ‘Indians’ of the Americas).

Therefore the ideological term ‘repatriates’ – the official designation
for European ‘returnees’ from Algeria in post-1962 France – was rarely
in use in occupied Germany, not even in communist GDR, which cre-
ated a sharp contrast to communist Poland. Only the Soviet military
administration between 1945 and 1949 had established a department
for ‘repatriation’, which did not only bring back Soviet forced laborers
into the realm of Stalinism, but also many of those ethnic Germans who
had been resettled by Hitler during World War II. But these Germans
were not repatriated into their old Soviet homelands; rather they were
deported into Soviet labor camps or remote Central Asian regions.

Certainly the notion of ‘resettlers’ within the GDR was a euphemistic
term, but nonetheless its use avoided the fiction of people simply being
returned into their ‘real’ native homeland. This was the deception of
the ‘repatriate’ concept as it would be applied to 2.5 million Polish
forced migrants who had to leave their homes in Eastern Poland after
it had been annexed by the Soviets. As usual, the term disguised reality.
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These Poles had to leave because they were threatened by a communist
dictatorship and by Ukrainian nationalist partisans. They were ‘repa-
triated’ into a homeland that was not their native country, but only
‘home’ from a nationalist ideological perspective. Similar was the fate
of those 12 million Germans who survived ethnic cleansing between
1944 and 1950. Undeniably, the West German term of ‘expellees’ also
did not depict the whole spectrum of a process that would not even be
comprehensively described by the triad of ‘flight, explusion, and forced
resettlement’ that would come to be used by West German scholarship
in the 1980s. In truth, the notion of ‘expellees’ came much closer to
reality than ‘resettlers’ or ‘repatriates’.

Integration or assimilation?

The massive forced migrations of German refugees and expellees at the
end of World War II changed the two postwar German societies in a sim-
ilar, but not identical way.3 In both cases, the democratic FRG and the
non-democratic GDR, which were each founded in 1949, experienced
an influx in immigration. With 12 million people arriving, these states
were transformed into veritable immigration societies. To be sure, this
was against the will of the indigenous majority, as well as the wishes of
the immigrants themselves, being as they were compelled by Allied pol-
icy. The fact that the process of immigration mainly developed between
(predominately ethnic) Germans did not ease the process of assimila-
tion; nevertheless, it was this ethnic ‘equality’ that soon developed into
a legal equality, affirming that process of immigration and integration
among Germans – similar to the policy towards Pieds-Noirs in France –
as a ‘privileged immigration’ regarded in terms of law and of social
policy.4

Even if absolute numbers were significantly higher in West Germany,
nearly 4.5 million expellee-immigrants were received into the Soviet
Zone of Occupation between 1945 and 1950 representing a far higher
proportion than the FRG (24.1 percent versus 17.9 percent of the total
postwar population). Eight of the twelve million surviving German
expellees lived in the Federal Republic in 1950, an additional four
million in the GDR, and 430,000 in Austria. Compared to 1939, the
population of the two postwar German states had increased by ten
million people. There were great regional differences as well. Whereas
the French attempted to halt the advance of Eastern expellees into
their German zone of occupation, the population of British-occupied
Schleswig–Holstein (30.7 percent) and Lower Saxony (26.5 percent) had
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relatively high expellee proportions, followed by US-American Bavaria
(20.7 percent) and Hesse (17.2 percent). In the Soviet occupation zone
(SBZ) the expellee proportion ranged from an exorbitant 43.3 percent
in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania to 17.2 percent in Saxony. Initially,
expellees mainly lived in rural areas, causing harsh social and cultural
conflicts within village populations.5

While the Federal Republic continued to receive immigrants after
1950, accepting expellees and other refugees from the GDR and a new
category of ‘guest workers’ from Southern Europe and Turkey, the large
drain of people ‘fleeing the Republic’ transformed the GDR into an
emigration society. This development was only be stopped by build-
ing the Berlin Wall in 1961. Yet, since a third of these 2.7 million
‘Republikflüchtige’ (GDR refugees) were former expellees from the East
(who had been officially renamed as ‘resettlers’ or ‘former resettlers’ in
SBZ/GDR in 1945 or 1950), the integration of the remaining expellees
became easier for the communist regime. The significant loss of qualified
young workers went hand in hand with a reduction in potential political
and social conflicts, reducing the number of dissidents and increasing
the number of socially mobile profiteers who took over social positions
that had been vacated by Soviet de-nazification, communist transfor-
mation or ‘Republikflucht’ in GDR society. The diverging demographic
and political developments and the socio-economic systems in both
German states created different opportunities for individual expellee
integration.

The first years of both postwar societies were characterized by Allied
policies of rapid assimiliation, and a denial of integration on the part
of the German population that believed the ‘refugee problem’ (West)
or ‘resettler problem’ (East) could only be solved by the return of the
expellees to their old homelands. Therefore, integration policies were
initiated by American, British and Soviet Allied occupation authorities.
These Allied dreams of assimilation, however, were not fulfilled; rather
the Allied unwillingness to revise the eastern border of Germany was
the driving force for the emergence of a serious expellee integration
policy in both states. While the GDR government accepted the irre-
versibility of territorial losses as early as 1950, against the will of the
vast majority of the population, the early governments of the FRG pre-
ferred a ‘domestic policy’ (Heimatpolitik) leaving open the question of
territorial revisions and expellee emigration. Despite these differences,
both German states developed integration policies. While the GDR initi-
ated a ‘resettler policy’ without any revisionistic reservation, the Federal
Republic integrated just that reservation into its ‘expellee policy’.
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While the communist regime in East Berlin tried to assimilate the
expellees, Adenauer’s conservative governments in Bonn practiced a
policy of ‘incorporation’ (Eingliederungspolitik) that intended to com-
bine the necessities of economic integration with the political wish
to preserve cultural group identities. This ambivalent Western policy
effectively promoted social integration, but impeded the assimilation
of the expellees. Remarkable subventions for expellee organizations
(especially the regionally focused Landsmannschaften) kept alive specific
regional group identities. The limits of the preservationist approach can
be demonstrated not only in the massive decrease of membership in
such organizations as early as around 1960,6 but also by the signifi-
cant shift of expellee identities from initial politicization to subsequent
neutralization by historicization.

By contrast, Soviet zone and GDR authorities intended integration
without alternatives, including even complete cultural assimilation –
and in this respect the French integration policy towards the repatriates
resembled more the GDR approach than the FRG revisionist ‘incorpo-
ration’ policy.7 The result was a combination of political repression,
ideological indoctrination, and societal dynamic pressure for assimila-
tion. A basic premise of this policy was not to question the German
territorial losses in the East and the resulting mass expulsion, which
were interpreted as a logical consequence of Nazism and Nazi crimes.
Even marginal corrections of the Eastern border, initially discussed by
some SED leaders like Wilhelm Pieck (the later President of the GDR),
were rapidly banned from East German official discourses. While the
assimilationist policy of GDR authorities overtook the social processes
of integration in order to enforce them, creating serious difficulties of
adaptation for many expellees, the incorporation policy of the FRG
tried to slow down the social tendencies towards assimilation in order
to keep the rhethorics of ‘leaving open’ the question of Germany’s
Eastern border (that indeed would not be formally settled before 1990).
In both cases the impact of integration policy was limited, compared
to the assimilationist dynamics of social developments, especially after
generational changes.

The often acclaimed ‘miracle of the integration’ of the expellees
in West Germany8 has been explained by the fact that the postwar
development of West Germany would have not only meant one-sided
assimilation that demanded changes from the expellee ‘newcomers’
alone, but in fact would have changed the postwar society for every
German, regardless of expellee–indigenous divisions.9 This view is inter-
esting and partially even correct, especially for the situations in big
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industrial centers like the Ruhr area or newly invented industrial com-
plexes like Wolfsburg in the West or Stalinstadt/Eisenhüttenstadt in
the East.

But the vast majority of expellees lived in rural areas or small towns
during the first postwar decade. Rural society, with its relatively sta-
ble social hierarchies and milieus, did not guaranatee equal chances of
social integration and advancement to newcomers, but rather in most
cases brutal integration at the lowest social level (Unterschichtung).10 The
expellees after 1945 had filled the gap of former foreign forced laborers
after the defeat of the Nazi war empire.11 Therefore, ethnological studies
demonstrate caution towards the notion of common postwar integra-
tion of all Germans; instead, for many expellees after the catastrophe
of flight and expulsion there followed a second crisis upon arrival, that
being characterized by a lack of ‘national solidarity’. This ‘cultural shock’
of being downgraded and discriminated in one’s own Vaterland had
deep, long-term impact.12

This conflict-centered approach towards the integrational dynamics
of the postwar era should be taken seriously. Notwithstanding subse-
quent processes of social rapprochement and interweavement, the phe-
nomenon of euphemizing retrospective ‘integration ideology’ should
be put into a historical context as well. ‘A terminus like “integration”’
tends to harmonize ‘the historical facts even in memory’, not least by
reducing a personal biography to a ‘pure success story’, fading down
all negative experiences like the early ‘time of diffamation and discrim-
ination’. Yet, individual memories should not be the only source for
the correction of dominating social interpretations of history; too often
these socially-produced notions of history are the filter for perceiving a
person’s individual history.13

Early steps of integration have been mostly a form of adaptation of the
newcomers to social structures with unfavorable, if not adverse, power
relations. The conflicts between the refugees, the have-nots and field-
thieves, the ‘hordes’ from the East that swamped the rest of Germany,
and the ‘indigenous’ Germans have been depicted as a ‘completely new
front of class struggle’,14 which was only alleviated around 1960. Yet the
‘indigenous culture’ was far from being homogeneous, and the iden-
tities of the refugees were also extremely heterogeneous. What partly
united the latter, were more or less common experiences of flight and
expulsion, of the wish to return, and of social discrimination in the so-
called ‘new homeland’.15 Since there were hardly less disagreements and
conflicts among expellees than in the majority of the population, any
mobilization based on unity of interests – that indeed was attempted
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by the expellee party Block der Heimatvertriebenen und Entrechteten
(BHE) and by the lobby organization Bund der vertriebenen Deutschen
(BvD) in West Germany during the 1950s – could only be partially and
temporarily successful.16 While economic integration proceeded and
social interactions intensified (for example marriages increased),17 the
masses of expellees and indigenous people ceased standing ‘against each
other like blocks ready to massacre each other the day after’.18 During
the decisive integrational decade between 1955 and 1965 these con-
frontational identities lost their social cohesion. Those expellees who
remained ‘losers’ were marginalized even more strongly than before
because their problems were not the same as those of the majority of
their group.

An indicator for the long-lasting social asymmetries between the
immigrants and the majority of the population were the lasting (but
diminishing) claims to restore the prewar social hierarchy of the
expellees who had experienced a massive leveling by means of expulsion
and expropriation.19 Such claims would be raised to consider expellee
farmers (Flüchtlingsbauern) even during the 1960s. Yet only the 91,000
‘new resettler farmers’ (Umsiedler-Neubauern) in the GDR (under special
conditions of the so-called Bodenreform) achieved some restoration of
their former status (at a very low level), while West Germany did not
touch private property and only offered rather fruitless subventions of
tiny tenancies or secondary occupations, thus establishing ten thousand
new expellee farms.20

In the FRG there existed a long-term intergenerational disadvantage
for expellees (admittedly in a highly differentiated industrial society)
who were only able to catch up and equalize in the third generation
after the war.21 In order to explain the fast depolitization of the expellees
during the 1960s, it must be taken into account that the experiences
of this group differed considerably from the very beginning. Historians
soon learned to distinguish between ‘refugees’, ‘expellees’, and ‘forced
migrants’.22 They had undergone different types of forced migration,
had different experiences with perpetrators of ethnic cleansing, and had
different experiences within their new integrational society.

Another group which is usually not included in this consideration
were the ‘homeless returnees’ (heimatlose Heimkehrer), the masses of
released German prisoners of war whose homelands meanwhile had
become targets of Allied forced removal policies. Moreover, there were
important differences according to sex and generation – not only dur-
ing flight and expulsion (which have been defined as the ‘hour of the
women’ by Christian Graf von Krockow, because most of the men were
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absent), but also concerning the ‘life chances’ (Ralf Dahrendorf) in the
new homelands. Additionally, the integration of the expellees was influ-
enced by their former social positions, by their different amounts of ‘cul-
tural capital’ (Pierre Bourdieu), as well as by their postwar experiences of
being downgraded, being restored, or moving up in society.

The diverse regional and cultural origins created a further difference
between expellees – not so much in the ideological sense of distin-
guished ‘characteristics of the German tribes’ (Stammeseigenschaften),
which West German incorporation policy tried to preserve and East
German resettler policy tried to dissolve, but rather as socio-cultural
preconditions of more or less successful social and political integrations
into specific local contexts. Expellees from more industrialized regions
like the Sudetenland or Silesia showed a stronger inclination to inte-
grate into the industrial societies of West and East Germany, but also a
higher degree of political participation than fellow expellees from agrar-
ian regions. Ethnic German ‘resettlers’ from southeastern Europe tended
to perpetuate their tradition of self-seclusion, which they had practiced
over centuries in German villages within foreign surroundings. Thus,
the ‘expellee’ did not exist – at best as an abstraction or as a cliché.

Two German rival policies of integration after 1945:
concepts and measures

The ethnic approach of the FRG becomes clear if we look at the postwar
debates on the ‘inclusion’, or ‘organic’ integration, not of individuals,
but of entire ethnocultural ‘regional groups’ into an alleged ‘national
body’ of the German nation. Theodor Oberländer, Adenauer’s influen-
tal Federal Minister for Expellees between 1953 and 1960 (when he as a
well-known former Nazi was forced to resign after Polish and GDR alle-
gations that he had taken part in an anti-Semitic massacre during World
War II23) proclaimed the fateful question whether millions of German
expellees could be ‘really incorporated’ or simply would develop into
a ‘mass’, as in the GDR.24 The incorporation approach not only had
National Socialist, but also much broader conservative ideological roots,
which originated from the 19th century or at least from the interwar
period. Moreover, many protagonists of West German expellee pol-
icy had been involved in ethnonationalistic minority struggles before
1945 – Oberländer in East Prussia; his drab successor Hans Krüger (CDU,
Federal Minister for Expellees in 1963–4) in Pomerania and West Prussia;
and the same was true for Sudeten German Rudolf Lodgman von Auen,
or Baltic German Axel de Vries.25
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A major protagonist of inclusionist ideology was the Baltic German
sociologist and former Nazi Max Hildebert Boehm.26 For him, the
problem of the displaced people was not only a social, but mainly an
‘ethnic’ issue. In 1951, Boehm criticized the process of real integration
in the Federal Republic as an unwanted triumph of modern ‘civiliza-
tion’ over long-grown ‘culture’, a ‘process of decomposition of the
German agricultural basic culture and the overgrowth of a metropoli-
tan Talmi-civilization’.27 Instead, he preferred a political preservation of
ethnic regional identities. The conservation of an organic group iden-
tity through massive subsidies to expellee organizations appeared urgent
to Boehm, since not only the Soviets but also the Western Allies had
implemented mixed settlements and a coalition ban during the early
postwar years – ‘key decisions’ against the model of organic inclusion in
favor of an assimilationist melting of the expellees. In an official pub-
lication of the Federal Ministry for Expellees of 1959, Boehm warned
that ‘substantial opportunities for a collective and organic integration of
East Germans to the west and south of our fatherland’ could be ‘buried
once and for all’ by these measures; because at that time ‘operations
of leveling and mechanical insertion of East Germans to the western
environment’ had been brought ‘forcibly and irreversibly in motion’.28

Likewise, leading West German officials defined integration as ‘incor-
poration’, being opposed to any assimilation. The long-time State Sec-
retary of the Federal Ministry for Expellees, Peter Paul Nahm (CDU),
warned not to confuse ‘inclusion’ with a ‘melting down’.29 By defining
‘incorporation’ (Eingliederung) as an attempt to secure for the displaced
either their ‘earlier or in the course of development newly detected
desirable place in society’ within the ‘new environment’, he wished to
harmonize the rather conflicting goals of status restoration and upward
mobility. However, the more the State Secretary implored the ‘pursuit of
restoring the harmonious social structure of the [former] homelands’ –
refuting the ‘collectivist ideology’ in Soviet ‘satellite fields’ of the GDR –
the more difficult it became to dismiss the ‘assumption or expectation’
(being obvious in times of West German economic growth) of being able
to replace the homelands of the individual by a general economic rise.

Despising that ‘materialist viewpoint’, it required some self-deception
to assert categorically in 1959 that the displaced people living in West
Germany would never become an ‘assimilated Bavarian or Rhinelander
or Hesse’, but would remain a citizen of Silesia, Pomerania, and East
Prussia. The expellees’ eager efforts to cooperate in postwar economic
reconstruction were interpreted as ‘no decision in the sense of commit-
ment to stick around or a justification of holding back the expelles’.
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Where assimilation of the expellees (especially among the younger gen-
eration) was undeniable, it was downplayed by Nahm in its quantitative
dimension and denigrated as a failure of weak characters.30 Nevertheless,
the attempt of the FRG expellee policy to interpret the process of inte-
gration as a ‘detour to the expected recovery of the homeland’ became
less and less credible.31

Yet, not all enemies of assimilation were blind towards empirical evi-
dence. In 1959, Boehm, a veritable Kulturpessimist (cultural pessimist),
observed that a ‘not only material but also psychological acclimatization
to the changing environment’ was taking place among the expellees,
a process of ‘re-rooting’ (Wiederverwurzelung) that necessarily led to a
‘Verzwitterung [formation of a hermaphrodite identity] of homeland con-
sciousness’. During that process the old homeland in Boehm’s eyes was
‘in danger of falling more and more into the emotional background’.32

At the same time, the sociologist Eugen Lemberg – a native of Pilsen,
Czechoslovakia, who had been a member of the Nazi Party and also had
been excluded by it33 – noticed a significant ‘tension between home pol-
icy and inclusion’, being a ‘tragic contrast’ in each individual identity.
Lemberg criticized the official rhetorics of ‘inclusion by reservation’ as
insufficient. According to him, a deeper understanding of the destiny
of German expellees needed an international ‘supra-ethnic’ dimension,
and it had to ‘involve a dissolution of its various ethnic groups into
the Gesamtdeutschtum [pan-Germanhood]’. There was to be considered
‘the emergence of a younger generation with a different experience
base’.34

By 1960, the organic inclusionist approach seemed to have lost its
social basis. Reality offered ‘a mixed picture’. While the expellees’ orga-
nizations still had significant political influence ‘as an important stake-
holder in public life’, suggesting a strong cohesion of the group, many
expellees already considered themselves ‘as settled down in their new
homeland again’. Thus, many expellees withdrew from the expellees’
organizations after their successful social integration, and many of their
children alienated themselves from the cultural origins of their par-
ents.35 The expellee youth distanced itself from the vulnerable displaced
identity of the older generations to an extent, ‘as is usual otherwise only
among emigrant families or in periods of revolutionary upheaval’, as
one ethnologist put it in 1959.36

The heritability of the expellee and refugee status, fixed in 1953 by law
in West Germany (Bundesvertriebenen- und Flüchtlingsgesetz), was unable
to stop this process. In the 1980s this heritability paragraph was still
valid, but it appeared as ‘a politically important statistical oddity’.37
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Although the anti-communist (former Nazi) West German economist
Peter-Heinz Seraphim38 stated in 1954 that there was still an ‘expellee
problem’ in East Germany despite all official denials of the commu-
nist regime, he had to admit that expellee identities were changing in
the GDR. ‘Even expellees had become SED activists for convenience’;
and, even more serious, ‘the Soviet zone regime had succeeded in some
burglaries’ to win over some parts of the expellee youth.39

In the mid-1960s, a younger generation of sociologists offered new
perspectives on the expellee problem in Germany.40 The Dutch sociol-
ogist Hiddo M. Jolles noticed strong ‘integrative tendencies’ not only
in the economic, but also in the cultural field.41 According to him, the
‘Wanderer Ideology’ that was still maintained by some politicians and
the expellee organizations was a ‘static view of man and society’, deny-
ing not only the social dynamics of West German society, but also the
individual freedom to change identities. Jolles observed that most of
the expellees no longer wanted a ‘full restoration of former homeland
states’. From this point of view, the incorporation policy was a ‘mistake’,
being ‘politicization’, ‘but not political management’.42 Likewise, the
young sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf illustrated his liberal critique of West
German social policy, which he understood as a systematic attempt to
‘immobilize’ people on a once given social status by permanent group-
specific subventions, by referring to the expellee policy of the Federal
Republic as one that tried to ‘preserve the refugee as a refugee’, even
twenty years after the end of the war.43

By contrast former Federal Minister for Expellees Hans Krüger (CDU) –
also the founding president of the German Expellee Federation (Bund
der Vertriebenen (BdV)), who had been forced to resign both posi-
tions in 1964 because of Polish and GDR accusations about his Nazi
past44 – criticized the purely economic notion of integration policy.
In a memorandum of 1967, he argued that ‘a true integration mainly
depended on mental and emotional factors, such as the preservation
and continuation of cultural heritage’, and thus could not be decided
by material support which merely facilitated it.45 This may have been
a common view among conservative politicians of that time, but they
were unable to change the pragmatic socio-economic trend of West
German integration policy and the following social–liberal turn of
German politics.

Although leading Social Democrats such as SPD chairman Kurt
Schumacher (born in the East German expulsion territories) and his
later successor Willy Brandt (influenced by Nazi exile experience) had
publicly condemned the expulsion of millions of Germans after 1945
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for a long time and thus had contributed to the West German policy of
‘leaving open’ the return question, many Social Democrats preferred a
more pragmatic approach regarding integration.

In 1951, during a West German Social Science Congress on ‘Refugees’,
the sociologist Theodor Geiger (a socialist of Jewish origin who had
been – like Brandt – forced into Scandinavian exile in 1933 by the
Nazi regime) claimed that the success or failure of integration did not
only depend on economic, but also on psychological factors; he con-
sidered the latter to retard integration and thus comdemned them as
irrational. Geiger demanded that the German refugee policy should
turn to the future, stating ‘Against the romanticism of the old home
you should directly go into battle, because the clustering into home-
land groups insulated the displaced and prevented them almost from
assimilation.’ Equally provocative was Geiger’s demand for scientific
comparisons between the fate of German expellees and the Palestinian
refugee problem, or the more than two million Polish people who had
been resettled in former German territories in the East.46

In a similar way, in 1950 the Social Democrat Heinrich Albertz,
Minister for Expellees of Lower Saxony who had been displaced from
Silesia himself, wrote an angry letter to the CDU Federal Minister of
Labour Anton Storch (a non-expellee German from Hesse), in which
he demanded a halt to promising the expellees that they could return
one day to their old homelands. In Albertz’ opinion these promises
just raised unrealistic hopes among the expellees, maintaining ‘the psy-
chological situation of sitting on the packed suitcase’ and therefore
weakening the ‘will to work’. Facing the dilemma of West German
expellee policy, this Social Democrat made a clear choice: ‘Although the
demand for a revision of the German East must be never abandoned by
us, we in the West have to speak and to act, as if not a single German
expellee would come home again.’47 With this priority for labor mar-
ket integration, Social Democrats like Albertz were much closer to SED
politicians from GDR (who used the same metaphor of ‘packed suit-
cases’ to describe the mental obstacles to integration48) than to their
competing Western Christian Democrats.

As time went by, expellee policy slowly adapted to the priority of inte-
gration. Even before the political shift to a Social Democratic and Liberal
government under Chancellor Willy Brandt since 1969, politicians in
Bonn tended to declare that the expellees had been integrated success-
fully; a new myth of ‘integration ideology’ now became common for
both German states and societies.49 In 1969, the Brandt government’s
abolition of an independent Ministry for Expellees (being integrated on
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a low level into the Ministry of the Interior) sanctioned this change.
The failure of the revisionist CDU/CSU campaign against Brandt’s ‘New
Eastern Policy’ during the Federal elections of 1972 confirmed that
shift, demonstrating that even many expellees no longer supported
the traditional ‘homeland policy’.50 The previously significant influence
of the expellee organizations in West German policy has since been
broken and did not even regenerate after the 1982 ‘turning point’ of
a new government led by the Christian Democrats under Chancellor
Helmut Kohl.

During reunification of the FRG and the GDR, when the territo-
rial issue really was at stake, Kohl and his chief negotiator Wolfgang
Schäuble – then Federal Minister of the Interior – pragmatically refused
to fight for theoretical East German territories lost many decades before.
The Federation of Expellees had to realize that it had been marginal-
ized even within the conservative part of German society.51 Shortly
before, the communist SED regime had considerably relaxed towards
West German integration policy. In July of 1989, a report of the GDR
Ministry for State Security stated that the vast majority of 16 million
expellees and expellee descendants did not consider themselves repre-
sented by the BdV because they did not search for their homeland in
the East anymore, but regarded the FRG as their final homeland.52

A major difference between the West German inclusion policy and its
GDR counterpart of assimilatory ‘resettler policy’ was its much longer
duration. This discrepancy can be explained by the different politi-
cal systems. While the political pluralism of the Federal Republic in
1950 increased the influence of competing interest groups in the polit-
ical system and awarded ‘an entirely new dynamic’ of self-organization
among the expellees,53 offering procedures for political compromise,54

the establishment of the SED dictatorship did not only prevent insti-
tutionalized pluralism, but also destroyed the leeways that had existed
during the first postwar years.

In order to prevent border revisionism in the East, the Allied Powers
and especially the Soviets had promoted assimilation policy since 1945
and ordered the legal emancipation of the expellees and the implemen-
tation of the first social aid programs. In contrast to the conservative
governments in West Germany, Ulbricht’s SED dictatorship stuck to a
path of authoritarian assimilationist policy. During the 1960s and 1970s,
West German scientists came to believe that this mixture of political
repression and socio-economic integration had accelerated the integra-
tion of the expellees in the GDR in comparison to the early Federal
Republic.
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Whereas in 1954 Peter-Heinz Seraphim had still maintained that ‘the
vast majority’ of expellees was opposed to the political attempt to
enforce the ‘self-surrendering [of] their spiritual and traditional auton-
omy’,55 only one decade later West German sociologist Dietrich Storbeck
observed ‘a largely effected integration of expellees’ in GDR society. He
explained this alleged success not only in socio-economic terms but also
mentioned the successful repression of expellee identity and self orga-
nization by the communist regime. In this view, because the expellees
had not been allowed to make use of their ‘own rights or opportunities’
in contrast to West Germany, they had been unable to perceive them-
selves ‘as a particular population group’ in the GDR and thus had been
integrated much better.56

Strangely enough, the SED regime was rather shocked in 1965 by a sur-
vey that had been undertaken by its own Central Committee Institute
for Opinion Research. Despite twenty years of ideological re-education,
the question whether the German ‘boundaries from 1937 should be
restored’ had been answered in the affirmative by 22 percent of GDR
citizens. It must have been little comfort that one could refer to a par-
allel Allensbach survey according to which only 46 percent of West
German citizens surveyed declared that the former German territories
would never be German again. The SED pollsters thought their GDR
results to be ‘a serious signal’.57

Whereas West German observers of the 1950s still had a lot to say
about GDR integration policy, their successors in the 1960s would not
mention that policy with a single word. This oblivion reflected the rela-
tively short period of special social aid policy for expellees in communist
East Germany, whereas this policy approach was continued until 1991 in
West Germany – and would be criticized, as mentioned above, by young
liberals like Ralf Dahrendorf as ‘immobilizing’ and non-integrating the
refugees in Western society.

Demands for the redistribution of property from non-expelled to
expelled Germans (who mostly had lost nearly all of their material
posessions) were as old as the expulsion itself. The Western Allies, espe-
cially the Americans, had regarded such redistribution policy (soon
covered under the term of ‘burden sharing’) as a dangerous socialist
approach that might favor hidden Soviet policy to establish commu-
nist rule even over Western Germany, while the Soviets had blocked
such redistribution policy in their own zone of occupation out of
fears that this policy might re-establish or strengthen a capitalist
social structure. Moreover, in both political postwar systems only as
much redistribution policy could be practiced as the majority of the
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population tolerated. That this limit proved ultimately more gener-
ous in the Federal Republic than in the GDR, although the rigorous
Soviet ‘land reform’ of 1945 seemed to indicate that a rigorous policy
of redistribution seemed to be easier in the latter, can be explained
with the different political participation leeways of organized group
interests.

Yet, even in West Germany the enforcement of expellee interests was
limited. Not only did the Western ‘land reform’ never gain momentum,
but also the ‘Burden Sharing Law’ of 1952 did not include any redis-
tribution of existing private property, but only of a small portion of
capital gains. In the Soviet Zone and GDR, communist resettler pol-
icy only touched private asset holdings in the early land reform of
1945, but later conditioned any further redistribution to growth and
surpluses or government debts. However, the West German Burden Shar-
ing Law effected, within four decades, a socio-political redistribution of
DM134 billion – a volume that the GDR never wanted to achieve and
never could. It seems clear that this huge investment helped to turn
the heavy social ‘foundation crisis’ of the young Federal Republic into a
successful ‘Integration of Society’.58

Nevertheless, one must see that only a small fraction of the Compen-
sation Act went to Monetary Compensation, and only a very limited
and long-term elongated redistribution of domestic assets had taken
place. West German burden sharing always pursued the goal of consider-
ation for interests of business and the (local) wealthy, and only beyond
that target it tried simultaneously to assist displaced persons by pro-
moting economic development aid (through numerous loan programs).
This reflects significant similarities of the otherwise very different bur-
den sharing laws (West) and resettler legislation (East). Despite all this,
the West German burden sharing compromise caused the ‘biggest redis-
tribution of wealth’ of German history on an indemnity basis,59 while
East German resettler policy was strictly limited to credit supports and
tax-funded subventions.60

The competing integration policies of the Federal Republic and the
GDR both had a common foundation on economic integration and
thus on credit support for the working sections of the expellee popu-
lation. Furthermore, both focused on a grant for the refurbishment of
the displaced with furniture and household equipment; the FRG offered
a partial compensation, the GDR only a loan offer. Another conver-
gence of both policies consisted of considerations for the future. This
emphasis on future is evident in the assimilation policy of the SBZ/GDR,
but it can also be found in the ambiguous integration policy of the
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Federal Republic, which also included the backward-looking ‘right to
the homeland’.

As we have seen, the option of returning soon became an implausi-
ble part of official political discourse, and the compensation dimension
of burden sharing remained clearly subordinated to an inclusive future
component. Thus, it was not completely fair that critics of the 1960s,
such as Ralf Dahrendorf, attacked the expellee policy of the Federal
Republic as a ‘syndrome of immaturity’ adverse to social moderniza-
tion.61 Expellee policy had to concentrate on socio-economic change
and economic growth and thus to affirm social mobility – independent
from whatever may have been declared in Sunday speeches. Therefore,
despite all the talk of ‘Status Restoration’, expellee policy could never
be just ‘restorative’ in the Federal Republic; thus, both German inte-
gration policies basically had to affirm social progress and were in this
regard ‘revolutionary’.62 Or, as the conservative former Federal Minister
for Expellees Hans-Joachim von Merkatz (CDU) put it frankly in 1971,
the participation of the expellees in the process of reconstruction after
1945 had never been about restoration, but about progression.63 In both
postwar societies these policies were dominated ultimately by the same
constraint on future.

Regarding its socio-political aims and results, GDR resettler policy
between 1945 and 1953 in certain respects has been even more restora-
tive and anti-modernistic than the rhetorically anti-modernist West
German refugee or expellee policy. This is especially true for the agri-
cultural policy dimension that triggered in 1945 a veritable structural
revolution by means of wide-range ‘land reform’ expropriation, only to
operate since then a costly and economically harmful subsidy policy
with a focus on the primary sector and an unprofitable small business
framework. In the case of small farms, 91,000 of 210,000 were redis-
tributed into the hands of ‘resettler farmers’ (Umsiedler-Neubauern), but
despite this integrational success, that agricultural policy was a devastat-
ing anachronism. Soon this uneconomical small business structure had
to be cancelled between 1952 and 1960, returning to large-scale man-
agement policy of forced collectivization and simultaneous redirection
of state subsidies into the industrial sector.64

Similarly, the subsidy policy for craftsmen in the Soviet Zone and
GDR, in particular its restriction in 1950 to small businesses by the
exclusion of cooperatives, clearly showed such social restorative ele-
ments.65 This subsidy policy refers – not only in West Germany, but
also in the SED state – to the close relationship between the ‘help peo-
ple to help themselves’ approach and property ownership. Just as the
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West German burden sharing policy was adapted to its context of social
market economy and subordinated to the socio-political core objective
of securing private property,66 GDR resettler policy converged with mas-
sive expropriation of private property-owning upper classes on the one
hand, and with respect for small-ownership of the majority population
on the other. This was the context of the ‘law to further improve the
situation of the former resettlers in the German Democratic Republic’,
issued in 1950.

For several years the SED regime tried to change the structure of soci-
ety by a social policy privileging expellees. The privileges were granted
in an even more exclusive way than in West German expellee policy,
whose burden sharing project would always include other – local –
groups of war-damaged people. At the same time the GDR ‘resettler
law’ (Umsiedlergesetz) denied any compensation for lost expellee prop-
erty because the social restorative sub-goal of such compensation was
incompatible with the socio-political transformation objectives of the
SED; moreover, the inclusion of the state-owned economic sector (cre-
ated by expropriations) in any compensation taxes was strictly denied.
This led to fierce resistance among the remaining private economy and
its representants in the GDR Bloc parties like the Eastern CDU – and
thus the whole project was quickly rendered impossible.67

The special offers for material assistance included in the resettler
law were deemed forward-looking integration assistance, and were not
designed as socially restorative compensation, even if they might have
worked this way in the view of some new farmers or small craftsmen.
By linking certain assistance programs with economic group affilia-
tions,68 the Resettler Law also avoided the second characteristic of West
German burden sharing – social aid for socially needy expellees – in
favor of the dominant principle of individual economical utility. Thus,
there was no special aid for the needy, old generation of expellees in
GDR policy – in diametrical contrast to West German policy which has
included such a program in its burden sharing measures since 1952.

Conclusion

Summarizing the brief survey of two German expellee policies and
their societal effects, the systemic political differences of parliamen-
tary democracy in the FRG versus party dictatorship in the GDR were
significant. In the FRG institutionalized lobbyism with its pluralism
of interests resulted in a long-term influence of expellee organiza-
tions and politicians regarding social policy (burden sharing), but also
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‘homeland policy’ (border questions, revision of expulsion). This lob-
byistic participation, which also exceeded the political influence of
pied-noir associations in France, had rather ambivalent consequences –
expellees could act as advocates of social change by means of institu-
tionalizing innovative social policies, but also as veto players against
a ‘New Eastern Policy’ (Neue Ostpolitik). Paradoxically, when the sec-
ond BDV president Wenzel Jaksch, a Sudeten German Social Democrat
with strong anti-fascist credentials who had succeeded the failed ex-
Nazi Hans Krüger, began to establish transnational cooperative contacts
even to French right-wing politicians like Jean-Louis Tixier-Vignancour
(who at that time tried to mobilize the Pieds-Noirs in his presidential
campaign against de Gaulle) in the middle of the 1960s, the influence
of expellee lobby organizations on West German politics was already
significantly in decline.69

Both German postwar states developed different, even diametrical
concepts of policy – an incorporation policy in the West versus an
assimilation policy in the East. This contrast can be even grasped in ter-
minology – ‘expellees’ in the FRG versus ‘resettlers’ in the GDR. While
both policies were following similar paths in social integration, their
principle contrast developed about the question of acknowledging the
postwar borders in the East. The GDR made this crucial step as early
as 1950, while the FRG needed much more time until it was prepared
for reluctant acknowledgment in 1970–2 (by leaving formally open a
binding recognition) and final acceptance in the early 1990s.

While there were common assimilationist tendencies in both soci-
eties, owing to pressure of the majority against the expellee minority,
there have been trends for group preservation in both social policies –
even in the GDR, especially in its ambivalent agricultural policy of ‘land
reform’. However, as in East Germany, any special social policy for ‘reset-
tlers’ was abandoned much earlier than in the FRG, this preservationist
trend showed much more viability in West Germany, especially because
of long-term policies of ‘burden sharing’ and of cultural subventions.

The difference of time is striking. Regarding special authorities for
expellees, a central department in the Soviet zone (Zentralverwaltung für
deutsche Umsiedler) existed only between 1945 and 1948, while in West
Germany it was created (as a Federal Ministry) in 1949, existing until
1969. Similarly, a special ‘Resettler Law’ was inaugurated in the GDR
in 1950, with its measures lasting until 1953, while a special ‘Burden
Sharing Law’ was inaugurated in 1952, lasting until after German reuni-
fication. The legal provisions for subventions in order to sustain the
cultural identity (or identities) of expellees that were created in West
Germany in 1952 are still in force in united Germany today – with
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considerable effects on scientific research, on public memory, and, not
least, on life extension of organized expellee lobbyism.

Thus, after the initial phases of creating parallel expellee or resettler
policies between 1945 and 1950, there were three essential turning
points. In the years 1952–3 GDR social policy was abandoned, while
West German social policy was completely established. In the 1970s,
a first generational change in societies was combined with a new FRG
Foreign Policy toward East European countries, abandoning any serious
‘homeland policy’ and downsizing the political veto power of expellee
organizations. Finally, in the years around 1989–91 the formal settle-
ment of territorial border questions coincided with the end of Western
burden sharing, transforming the remaining cultural subsidies more and
more into a new historicizing approach of a ‘policy of remembrance’.
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5
The Postcolonial Repatriations of
the French of Algeria in 1962:
An Emblematic Case of a Public
Integration Policy
Yann Scioldo-Zürcher

The singular place of French ‘repatriates’ (rapatriés) from Algeria in a
general history of immigration to France lies in the link that formed
between the host country and those who, as migrants, were both nation-
als and citizens of the country they were moving to.1 These ‘national
migrants’, who in the legal sense were neither immigrants (while expe-
riencing a similar form of migration) nor refugees (as designated by
the French Office for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless Persons
(OFPRA), and various international organizations), but most certainly
repatriates, came under the provisions of a proliferating mass of legisla-
tion and innovative administrative practices.2 And despite a collective
memory of trauma and victimhood in which the French government
was accused of ‘abandoning them to their fate’, we find, on the con-
trary, the rapid creation of a policy of integration into mainland France
and a readiness on the part of the authorities to meet the needs involved
quickly and appropriately.

It is, then, by examining the ‘long-distance relations’3 that sprang up
between the repatriates from Algeria, the French parliament, and the
administrative bodies concerned, that we can reach an understanding
of their prompt integration into French society. Official policy consisted
not only in providing assistance and giving the newcomers a place in
the social structure, but also, so as not to generate friction with the
metropolitan population, in implementing a major social regulation
strategy that would preserve a social contract already undermined by
massive and often unsought arrivals.
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The aim of this chapter, then, is to demonstrate that the history of
the million French people repatriated from the colonies into mainland
France in the second half of the twentieth century – most of them from
Algeria – is a paradigmatic example of a contemporary policy developed
with ‘national migrants’ in mind that resembles the expellee integra-
tion policies of the two German states after 1945 in many regards.4

With the legislation of 26 December 1961, ‘relating to the reception
and resettlement of French people from overseas’, Michel Debré’s gov-
ernment (1959–62) radically recast public action on behalf of repatriates
by providing considerable funding.5 And examination of the three-part
entity, ‘legislation specially designed for them’, ‘innovative administra-
tive practices’, and ‘ongoing adaptation of overall administration to
particular situations’, offers an understanding of how the state very
pragmatically succeeded in turning repatriates from the former overseas
territories into thoroughgoing metropolitans.

Towards a redefinition of the concept of repatriation in a
postcolonial context

The Algerian census of 1 June 1960 gave the number of ‘French’ resi-
dents as 1.024 million.6 A year and a half later, on 31 December 1961,
according to the State Secretariat for Foreign Affairs, the figure was down
to 860,000. While this drop in numbers cannot be taken prima facie
as indicating individual transfers to France, prefectures on the main-
land were uneasily pointing out that definitive moves by the French of
Algeria were increasing exponentially. Aware of the danger to law and
order inherent in the political bewilderment of this group – opposed
to Algerian independence and perceived by officialdom as potential
assassins in the service of the terrorist Organization of the Secret Army
(OAS)7 – and as a means of guarding against the risk of pauperization
among this sudden wave of immigrants, on 6 May 1961 the government
set up a State Secretariat for Repatriates, responsible to the Minister for
the Interior.8

With Robert Boulin in charge, the secretariat’s official aim was to
weigh up the possibility of massive emigration by the French of Algeria –
which already seemed more than likely – and above all to reform the
legal status of repatriates. The law as it stood had provided insufficient
protection for French people previously forced to leave the colonies
they had been living in.9 The strategy was no longer the disbursing of
temporary means of assistance, but large-scale state intervention involv-
ing jobs, housing, and social security benefits. Barely six months later
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the legislation ‘relating to the reception and resettlement of French
people from overseas’ went through Parliament.10 The bill made no
specific mention of the French of Algeria. What it did do, though,
was extend the definition of repatriate to all overseas French peo-
ple ‘obliged, or who had felt themselves obliged, by political events
to leave a territory where they had been settled and which had
formerly been under the sovereignty, protection or guardianship of
France’. The status of repatriate was now determined by the colonial
experience.

Furthermore – and this was a major legal step forward – the per-
sonal judgment of potential repatriates was taken into account: they
could request repatriate status at any time, before or long after the
independence of the territory they were living in, depending on the cir-
cumstances of their everyday existence and not just the international
political situation. In contrast to the West German case, in Septem-
ber 1962 the French government abandoned the return option for the
repatriates. After the Algerian policy of nationalization of French goods,
and facing the budget devoted to the integration of the returnees, the
government made no further mention of any possibility to return. Being
repatriated now meant to have a future in France.

The legislation instituted interim support measures intended to ‘inte-
grate them [. . .] into the nation’s economic and social structures’. Thus
they received a ‘Repatriation Package’ covering their travel and moving
expenses. The legislation’s major innovation, however, was a ‘Provi-
sional Subsistence Benefit’. Once in the metropole, repatriates working
in the civil service were immediately incorporated into equivalent posts,
while to facilitate integration of those from the private sector, the state
would provide a ‘Monthly Subsistence Allowance’; the aim here was to
avoid the risk of people being professionally downgraded by having to
take ‘the first job that came along’, and thus to enable them to return to
their former line of work. On 24 October 1961, Robert Boulin outlined
the concept to the Senate:

Experience has shown that when repatriates arrived [. . .] despite the
provisional indemnities they might be given, they were immediately
obliged to look for work to meet everyday living costs, and this
under the worst possible conditions. Thus it seemed necessary that
for a relatively long period they should receive a daily indemnity [. . .]
allowing them – calmly and without pressure from the time factor –
to look for work within their particular fields or to take a job we have
proposed to them personally.11
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Following the same principle of assistance in the transition from one
country to another, the right to social welfare benefits was immediate,
and no longer dependent on a specified minimum period of residence
in the metropole. The moving-in process was further facilitated by the
introduction of public housing quotas,12 followed by major building
programs and priority attribution of up to 30 percent of new housing.
The government did not want to see repatriates moving into the shanty-
towns where migrant numbers were steadily rising. During the waiting
period they were given access to existing shelters – with further facili-
ties being set up in boarding schools and holiday camps – or lodged in
‘prefecture’ hotels.

At the same time the government defined just who, among the
repatriates, was covered by the legislation of 26 December 1961. To fit
into this legal category and be eligible for the allowances that came with
it, the individual concerned had to have come to France from Algeria
within a specific time frame. Those who made the move before 1 August
1961 could claim no state aid whatsoever, being simply considered as
regional migrants who had left one part of France for another. Those
who had arrived in France between 1 August 1961 and 10 March 1962,
when the decree specifying the new forms of assistance was published,
were considered repatriates.13

What they received, however, was the financial and other help made
available to colonial repatriates as earlier defined by the official circular
of 1 March 1958. These measures, intended for French people coming
from Tunisia and Morocco, included reimbursement of transport costs,
the possibility of ‘special financial help’ and a voucher for two weeks’
free accommodation.14 The last group, the French who had reached the
metropole on or after 11 March 1962, were the beneficiaries of the new
legislation and the assistance it provided, on condition that on arrival
they signed on with the Ministry of Repatriates. These different date-
based forms of assistance now clearly defined the repatriate category.
It was not simply a matter of having come from Algeria; one also had to
have left at the time of the ceasefire agreement – an approach radically
different from the broad definition and hereditary character of the legal
status of the expellee in West Germany.

The Monthly Subsistence Allowance was set at FF350. Slightly higher
than the ‘SMIG’ – the guaranteed minimum wage – this was paid to
all private-sector employed repatriates for a maximum of one year.
In the same spirit, ‘setting-up facilities’ were provided for self-employed
repatriates looking for appropriate working premises. According to a
system of percentages still to be laid down, the decree gave repatriates
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priority over other French residents in terms of acquiring managerships,
professional and business premises, and farmland. These resettlement
operations were financed by low-interest ‘Reclassification Loans’, and
‘Additional Grants’ could take the place of initial financial input.

The government was aware that not all the repatriates’ overseas jobs,
which included countless small trades, still had their place in the main-
land economy; so when repatriates ‘voluntarily or otherwise’ gave up
their former occupations in favor of a salaried post, they received a
‘Retraining Payment’ or could benefit from paid training in specially cre-
ated centers. In addition, previously salaried repatriates whose income
had not been more than four times the minimum wage and who had
found a permanent job, were offered ‘Resettlement Grants,’ the equiva-
lent of the civil servants’ ‘Resettlement Indemnities’. These grants were
intended for the fitting-out of unfurnished personal housing. Provision
was also made for ‘special help’ in ‘grave or urgent’ circumstances not
foreseen in the legislation.

It was now up to the administration to implement these measures and
to remain alert to the unanticipated situations that could arise, so that
the executive wing could be rapidly informed and take appropriate mea-
sures. In this respect the arrival of some 600,000 former French residents
of Algeria in the course of 1962 was a far from orderly affair: French col-
lective memory has retained images of seething ports and truly shocking
scenes of destitute migrants; but at the same time it should be said that
the state showed real responsiveness, and in the interests of greater effi-
ciency a Ministry for Repatriates under Alain Peyrefitte was set up on
12 September 1962 to coordinate the relevant activities.

Innovative administrative practices for repatriates

Once the legal framework had been established, the administration had
to address the situation by initiating liaison practices between its depart-
ments and repatriate households – no easy matter given the number of
arrivals. To ensure that none of them ‘slipped through the net’, admin-
istrative personnel were dispatched to the disembarkation sites to ‘pick
them up’ as they emerged from customs and before they could start
moving about freely on French soil. This gave rise to interminable wait-
ing periods, but at least each new arrival was issued with an official
file that would guarantee regular payment of the benefits he or she was
entitled to.15

This ‘individual file’ included multiple copies of identity papers to be
shared out among the Fichier Central des Rapatriés (Central Repatriates
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Data Office), a Paris-based body tasked with an overview of all arrivals
and the situations they encountered, and the prefecture departments
in charge of benefit payments. Also in the file was a ‘professional
project’ document on which repatriates specified their professions in
Algeria. The files of civil servants and public sector administrative per-
sonnel were forwarded to their head offices in France with a view to
finding them a post immediately, even in instances of employee sur-
plus. Thus French civil servants from Algeria were very quickly given
posts in the metropole and continued to be paid during the interim
period.

The files of private sector repatriates were subjected to a separate, spe-
cially devised procedure. The professional project document ensured
payment of the Monthly Subsistence Allowance, access to Social Secu-
rity, and a process of recovery of lost professional situations. In addition,
eight regional delegations were set up to organize the professional and
social integration of self-employed repatriates. In accordance with the
interdepartmental decree of 14 March 1963, any repatriate who had
been self-employed in Algeria for three years – subject to verification
by the French embassy in Algiers, which assessed the financial status
of the venture in question – was listed by the delegations; conditional
on renouncing the right to reclassification, he or she could then claim
start-up assistance, a subsidized loan, and ‘Retraining Subsidy and Cap-
ital’.16 As members of the professions had carried out a number of
training courses during their studies, one year’s self-employment suf-
ficed to earn them a place on the professional lists. On 3 January 1964 it
was finally accepted that surviving spouses, in many cases widows who
had worked – unofficially – with their self-employed husbands, and chil-
dren who had followed their parents’ occupation in Algeria for at least
six months, were also eligible for a place on the lists.17

As Figure 5.1 shows, a major administrative machine grew out of this,
one that allowed the Ministry for Repatriates to maintain pace with
the changing situation almost in real time. By keeping count of the
files being created in France’s ports and airports, the Service Central
des Rapatriés was able to keep the government informed, on a week
to week basis, of the number of arrivals from Algeria. The Prefectures,
meanwhile, were paying out the planned monthly benefits. To be paid,
repatriates had to go to specially created offices, which meant that
the government knew, month by month, their movements from one
département to another and where they had settled more or less per-
manently; this facilitated the application of its integration program, in
particular in terms of building accommodations.
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Figure 5.1 Distribution of responsibility between the Ministry for Repatriates
and the prefectures after the administrative reorganizations of August 1962
(compiled by Yann Scioldo-Zürcher)
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There were, too, other skills specific to each of the two administrative
bodies: the prefectures dealt with the implementation of the return to
work policy, as designed by the government. The work and manpower
divisions of the nation’s départements offered jobs, guidance and training
courses. A temporary organization regrouping job offers from all over
France was set up, and the prefectures also distributed social welfare.
The regional delegations oversaw the functioning of the regional clas-
sification commissions, which themselves decided on the granting of
benefits.

The Central Economic Commission, which consolidated and exam-
ined the files of self-employed repatriates asking for loans and
‘Resettlement Subsidies’, was so swamped by the number of applications
that the system almost collapsed. To speed up processing, a memo-
randum from the Ministry for Repatriates dated 25 July 1962 required
repatriates to appear personally when called on by the various regional
economic commissions so that their applications could be presented
directly – another example of an interesting synergy between official-
dom and users. The regional social commissions were also modified by
the decree of 27 November.18 Under less pressure from demand than
the regional economic commissions, they acted as consultants for the
regional delegates, who were responsible for allocating assistance to
those in highly vulnerable situations.

At national level the traditionally centralized system left it up to
the Ministry for Repatriates to create and adapt integration policy, in
accord with the other ministries. Each ministry was required to orga-
nize regular statistical surveys that would shape its decision-making
on repatriates’ situations. Thus, on 18 July 1962 the Ministry of Labor
demanded that its département directors provide a list of official repa-
triate jobseekers every two weeks.19 These statistics also had to cover
refusals of jobs and internships as indicators of repatriate attitudes.
And on 18 October 1962 the Ministry for Repatriates asked prefects to
provide a monthly statistical report on relocations by repatriate house-
holds and returns to employment.20 These reports became quarterly on
20 April 1964.

This attention to the functioning of the ‘administration of repatriates’
demonstrates the state’s real and ongoing determination to establish
close relations with the people in its care: a determination, too, to
respond to specific situations and thus constructively adapt the leg-
islation of 26 December 1961. The upshot, between 1961 and 2005,
was over 800 different laws intended to facilitate the integration
of repatriates. This coordination between administrative bodies and
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lawmakers makes the history of the repatriations remarkable in terms
of public management of a mass migration episode.

Innovative administrative practices and ongoing
administrative adaptation to special situations

At the same time as it was stressing innovation, the French admin-
istrative system was striving to adapt as closely as possible to the
needs to be met, in particular by not ‘blocking’ applications for which
certain documents were missing. One reason for this was the diffi-
culties repatriates faced in obtaining official documents from Algerian
administrative departments – among them attestations of civil and mar-
ital status, identity papers, and family record booklets, often lost in
the haste of departure or through the shortcomings of Algeria’s post-
independence civil service. These difficulties were overcome by waiving
the requirement of official papers as proof of identity. Instead, civil sta-
tus registers were reconstructed from microfilm, a process backed up by
whatever rectifications, and sometimes additions, proved necessary. This
took time, however, and the Directorate-General of National Security at
the Ministry of the Interior, aware of the considerable obstacle repre-
sented by lack of papers in France, informed the prefects on 21 June
1962, that in the case of repatriates ‘who because of their departure
were unable to provide the civil status evidence needed to prove their
identity’, there were grounds for issuing provisional six-month identity
cards.21

These cards were based on passports, expired identity cards, driving
licenses, military service booklets, or, failing all of these, simple decla-
rations by those concerned. Not long afterwards, on 16 July 1962, the
Ministry of Justice authorized repatriates to use their family record book-
let, civil status papers, or an affidavit for all administrative and official
procedures.22 To cite one instance, Rabbi E., who had to prove French
nationality in order to be paid by the Ministry of the Interior and exer-
cise his office in Alsace, had never been registered as a resident of the
Oasis département where he lived in Algeria. When he asked the Secre-
tariat of State for Algerian Affairs how he should go about obtaining
proof of nationality, he was simply told that his local trial judge would
issue him with the necessary certificate.23 This simplified approach
demonstrated that the French administrative system, preoccupied since
the mid-nineteenth century with matters of personal identification, had
taken steps to ensure that lack of official documentation should not
penalize repatriates and impede their integration.
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The government also had to deal with specific cases not provided
for in the legislation, in particular those of single women and the
aged. According to the civil code, which condemned married women
to lifetime status as minors, only heads of families could receive state
assistance. During the 1962 repatriations, however, women often left
ahead of their husbands, who were to join them later. So as not to
exclude them from the reception process, the government temporarily
authorized them to receive the benefits in question. Under the terms of
the circular of 30 May 1962, separated wives, women divorcing, women
married to prisoners or psychiatric hospital internees, the wives of miss-
ing persons whose death had not been established, and women with
no documented permission from their husbands to receive benefits,
were all accepted as entitled to ‘Resettlement Grants’ without having to
seek legal empowerment through the courts, as the law then required.24

Moreover, the directive of 23 June 1962 considered the situation of civil
servants’ wives who lacked proof of their status and so could not receive
the allowances intended for them.25 They were awarded a one-month
Monthly Subsistence Allowance to enable them to obtain the necessary
documents.

As a further step towards facilitating reception, the government insti-
tuted special customs and taxation measures for all direct and indirect
payments. On 10 May 1962 a telex from the Ministry of Finance
instructed French customs officials to be swift and – as had already been
urged – ‘considerate’ with regard to the importing of personal posses-
sions by repatriates from Algeria.26 Duty exemptions were granted for
total or partial transfers of equipment belonging to tradesmen, indus-
trialists, retailers, and small farmers who had ‘valid’ reasons for being
unable to provide the necessary proofs of ownership;27 this also applied
to household furnishings. The ‘validity’ of the reasons was left to the
discretion of the officials concerned, who are known to have been
extremely indulgent. Duty exemptions, total or partial according to cus-
toms officers’ decisions, were also granted for the equipment of big
companies. This ruling, however, pertained only to equipment that had
already been in use. The stocks of businesses and retail outlets were duty-
exempt when they had not been repatriated in toto. A special lower
duty applied in the contrary case, but was not payable until the goods
in question had been sold.

This benign approach was not limited to customs duties. Although no
reductions were made, income tax owing was freshly codified and orga-
nized. On 16 June 1962 the Ministry of Finance granted postponement
of payment ‘until employment had been found enabling [the taxpayer]
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to adequately meet his or her family’s needs’.28 The matter of pay-
ment hung fire until 21 February 1963, when the Ministry of Finance
decided to exclude from the tax base income earned in Algeria before
repatriates’ move to France.29 French repatriates thus had to declare only
any income they might have earned in Algeria after their departure.
In other words, an amnesty was declared regarding the strike undertaken
by numerous French taxpayers in Algeria in 1962, in protest against
Algerian independence. France, then, did not call in the sums already
owing; and given the lack of a tax agreement between the two countries,
no effort was made to organize payment of taxes due in Algeria.

Repatriates paid no taxes on property they no longer possessed, even
when they had, theoretically, earned income and other benefits from it
for a certain time. Other taxes were similarly adapted: on 23 Novem-
ber 1963 the Ministry of Finance authorized repatriates buying a farm,
a building or business assets with the help of their reclassification loans,
to pay the transfer fees in installments.30 On 22 January 1964, because of
the small sums involved, the question of the land tax and the taxes due
on apartments bought or rented at the time of repatriation was settled.31

These taxes were not annulled, but households in extreme financial dif-
ficulty could apply to the director of taxation of their département for a
rebate. The relevant circular called on social welfare offices to publicize
this measure widely.

A similar administrative energy was evident in the application of the
resettlement policy. To avoid even more pronounced impoverishment
among repatriates, the government adapted the assistance measures
outlined in the decree of 10 March 1962. The Monthly Subsistence
Allowance was paid for a single year, and ceased if the repatriate found
a job; however, it was renewed by a circular from the Secretary of State
for Repatriates on 2 July 1962, which stipulated that in the case of loss
of employment the repatriate would be entitled to the allowance until
the end of the twelve-month period.32 It was also renewed for a fur-
ther six months for repatriates who, as the ministry put it, ‘were doing
their best to reclassify’. Established by the decree of 2 March 1962, this
measure concerned repatriates who had requested professional training
courses but who, because not enough courses were available, had been
unable to undertake one during their first year in the metropole. Fur-
thermore, on 2 February 1964, the Monthly Subsistence Allowance was
extended to repatriates who had fulfilled their military service obliga-
tions and were waiting to find employment.33 Repatriates who had not
found work when their allowance period ran out were then allowed to
draw unemployment benefit.
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The ‘Resettlement Subsidy’ – between FF500 and FF3,000 for each
household for the purchase of furnishings and other equipment – was
initially restricted to previously wage-earning repatriates and retired
people who had been given accommodation. It was then extended – on
10 March 1962, retirees under sixty became eligible, as did also, after
the circular of 26 November 1962, repatriates who had arrived from
Algeria between 1 July 1961 and 10 March 1962.34 Subsequent circu-
lars – of 6 March, 3 April, and 12 November 1963 – broadened its scope
to include certain professions and special (although not clearly defined)
cases.35

Repatriates who had not been wage earners in Algeria, or whose exer-
cising of their profession did not qualify them for the professional
lists – and who thus had no entitlement to a subsidized loan – could
now receive the subsidy, as could repatriates ineligible for the ‘Retrain-
ing Capital’, and former wage earners now setting up as tradesmen.
It was also made available to conscripted wage earners, self-employed
taxi drivers receiving no reclassification loan and owning at least two
vehicles, fatherless people, married people over eighteen, wage-earning
minors not living with their parents, hospital interns, boarding-school
supervisors without permanent status in Algeria, and civil servants on
special leave at the time of their departure. On 25 October 1962 the
Permanent Interdepartmental Council dropped possession of accommo-
dation as a prerequisite: henceforth the subsidy was also paid when the
applicant was living under someone else’s roof, or in a hotel or furnished
room, provided that he or she ‘could prove the intention of renting or
buying personal accommodation, either with evidence of a firm offer
from a landlord or real estate agency, or a document acknowledging
personal registration at a social housing office’.36

Thus the eligibility requirements for all forms of assistance for
repatriates very quickly became more flexible. To cite one example, the
decree of 20 July 1963 offered aged repatriates in social difficulty ‘spe-
cial assistance’ in addition to their retirement pension. The circular of
24 July 1963 extended the same benefit to repatriates over fifty-five and
female heads of families.37 The awarding of the ‘special indemnities’
based on real estate left behind in Algeria, hitherto restricted to invalids
or people over fifty-five with no resources in France, could now be com-
bined with the other forms of assistance, including the Resettlement
Subsidy.38 And with the coming of the circular of 28 February 1963,
the category of persons without resources was broadened to cover
those whose retirement pension was up to three times the minimum
wage.39
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The other repatriates to be considered were those in the most vul-
nerable categories: single women, invalids, and the aged. Those with
retirement, invalid, or other pensions were covered by the appropri-
ate social services departments in France: for the first six months they
received the Monthly Subsistence Allowance, after which, in theory,
the standard allowances they were entitled to took over. There were,
however, numerous administrative delays, the result being the decree of
15 January 1963, stipulating a special monthly payment of FF90 for an
individual and FF110 for a household, for three months, when appli-
cations for assistance in France had not yet been processed and those
concerned were without resources.40

While seeking to protect aged repatriates on the waiting list from an
abrupt loss of income, the government also examined the situations of
the most vulnerable of them. On 5 April 1963 the Interdepartmental
Coordinating Committee decided to introduce a minimum pension for
all former wage earners over sixty and people over sixty-five who had
never worked. Providing FF170 a month for a single person and FF250
for a household, this pension was described as ‘a relocation indemnity
intended to boost beneficiaries’ resources’.41 The amending legislation
of 2 July 1963 created a ‘Lifetime Allowance’, also of FF170 a month
for a single person and FF250 for a household, to complement the
minimum old-age allowance.42 When entitlement to the Monthly Sub-
sistence Allowance ran out, the decree of 20 July 1963 provided, in
addition to existing unemployment benefit, a further assistance of FF60
for a single person and FF120 for a head of a family.43 This single comple-
mentary payment was restricted to repatriates seeking work, those over
fifty-five and under sixty, and single women with families to support.
It was renewable once until January 1966.

As the Monthly Subsistence Allowance came to its end for many work-
ing repatriates, the Ministry of Health informed prefects, on 9 August
1963, that ‘families in extremely difficult situations, especially when
they no longer have a head of the family, or when he or she is unable to
work, or when a member of the family is ill or an invalid’, should receive
social welfare payments.44 On 4 December 1963 the Ministry repeated
this stipulation and sent telegrams to the prefects to the effect that stu-
dents in difficulty should receive emergency assistance.45 The circular of
9 August 1963, from the Ministry for Repatriates, had established two
forms of assistance called ‘extreme urgency’ and ‘interim aid’.46

The first of these involved a single payment of between FF100 and
FF200 as a solution to a temporary problem, while the second, valid for
six months, picked up where the Monthly Subsistence Allowance left
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off when repatriates were still waiting for the standard social welfare
payments they were entitled to. The payment was FF158 for a single
person and FF238 for a head of a family. This instance illustrates the
gender issues that arose in respect of repatriation problems. Although
the ‘interim aid’ naturally applied to all repatriates, the circular only
gave examples of women’s situations in its profiles of those supposedly
entitled to it. Nonetheless, the ‘extreme urgency’ system was renewed
unchanged for 1964 and clearly did not involve only single women.

This outline of social welfare payments and their increasing generos-
ity is a particularly good illustration of the government’s determination
not to see the situation of these ‘national migrants’ rendered even more
precarious. The goals were to assist with settlement, to tide repatriates
over the difficult periods of the settlement process, and ultimately to
give those capable of it the possibility of re-starting their working life
quickly and under optimal social circumstances. In the same spirit,
socially marginal groups were to be helped with the geographical tran-
sition in addition to being provided with the same welfare benefits as
their mainland equivalents.

Conclusion

The shaping of repatriation policy was a clear reflection of one defi-
nition of the French state of the postwar ‘Glorious Thirty’. First and
foremost mutualist, by allocating a substantial budget to the French
coming from Algeria, the state spread the cost of the dangers entailed
by threats to Republican order. Repatriation policy is estimated to have
cost over FF16 billion between 1962 and 1970. The Ministry of Finance
did not have full control here and its budget decisions were not always
adhered to: thus the social welfare ministries – habitually considered
spendthrift – were able to act free of practically all budgetary constraints,
or at least without the financial arbitration that was the usual Ministry
of Finance prerogative.

Balance sheet matters aside, this policy was also clearly driven by the
value attached to the bond of citizenship. If we look at the contrast
between officialdom’s handling of the ‘national migrants’ issue and,
at the same period, its more or less total inaction regarding foreign
migrants – only foreigners from Algeria who had joined the Resistance
during World War II were eligible for social welfare – and repatriates
considered culturally marginal (members of those Algerian auxiliary
forces designated by the blanket term harkis),47 we see a French state
which, while socially conscious, interventionist, and protective, was far
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removed from any universalism in its dealings with actual or supposed
non-nationals within its territory. The sole bond was with ‘European
repatriates’ whose migration process it felt obliged to render as smooth
as possible. Similarly, its image here is marked by the force of its capacity
to regulate.48 The integration policy it pursued clearly sought to orga-
nize France’s return to peace. Not all of its decisions were implemented
as planned – notably its wish to see repatriates evenly distributed across
the country as a whole – but this was out of the question in a democ-
racy where the right to freedom of movement was a given the state could
not ignore; at the same time, however, the administrative system was at
great pains to ensure that the most difficult social situations were nipped
in the bud.

The remaining segment of state policy towards the repatriates had to
do with insurance. The principle of indemnification for property lost in
Algeria was embodied in article 4 of the law of 26 December 1961.49 The
definition of this indemnification, however, remained vague and was
reshaped in 1970 in the wake of Georges Pompidou’s electoral promises.
With the passing of the new indemnification legislation, the 1970s thus
saw a significant change ‘in the spirit of the laws’ regarding colonial
repatriates.

For the government indemnification no longer meant, as had previ-
ously been the case, organizing the protection of repatriates, not all of
whom had been property owners in Algeria; it did not mean, either,
helping to pacify French society, as by 1970 there was no longer any
need to protect the Republic from OAS activists; and the question of
national solidarity did not arise, as from the legal point of view only
war justified full state indemnification, and the conflict in Algeria was
not recognized as a war until 1999. In fact, counter to the spirit of
national solidarity, the government was now bent on channeling the
repatriate vote with measures which, while urgently needed, betrayed a
spirit quite different from that of the resettlement process. The sovereign
ministries, including the Ministry of Finance, were out to ‘take the mat-
ter in hand’ and ensure that budget-wise, things would run smoothly
and efficiently.

The administrative modus operandi set up for the reception and inte-
gration of the colonial repatriates continued to function until the fall
of 1964, when France’s first administrative decentralization measures
came into force. Barely a year and a half after the creation of the
Ministry for Repatriates, the government was obviously keen to shut
down this too vivid reminder of an abnormal period. Transferred to the
Ministry for the Interior, its administrative responsibilities nonetheless
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persisted until 1990 – a sure sign that the government was still work-
ing at effective integration of the repatriates, while it no longer saw the
need to bring the whole weight of the state to bear; and that, in the
final analysis, the exit from the Algerian War had been very speedily
achieved.

Regarding the comparison with the German case, the French policy
was in many respects similar since it also aimed for a rapid economic
integration of the returnees. French and German repatriation poli-
cies mark a characteristic type of ‘privileged immigration’. However,
France, being more advanced in 1962 in its economic development
than postwar Germany, was more likely to integrate returnees in key
economic and industrial sectors. The government quickly stopped the
relocation of farmers to smallholdings. The European Common Agri-
cultural Policy which started in early 1962, when arrivals from Algeria
increased hugely, tended to reward larger agricultural producers rather
than those engaged in farming smaller units that might not survive
independently in the future.

Similarly, following the Republican model that disregards emphasis
of cultural differences within the national population, France made
no public reference to identities, let alone ethnic identities, of the
repatriates. At least until the late twentieth century, the state left it to the
repatriate associations to manage their cultural heritage. While, faced
with their ‘national migrants’, France and Germany developed similar
socio-economic integration policies, they pursued very different poli-
cies of memory and recognition of past suffering. When it comes to
officially facing history – World War II and the colonial wars – an impor-
tant difference between the two countries becomes apparent. While the
French state often tends to adopt silence as the guarantor of national
unity, Germany does not hesitate, in its turn, to emphasize distinctions
between the groups that make up the German population without fear
of dividing societal structure.50
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In the early twenty first century, the German expellee organizations
(Vertriebenenverbände) are typically portrayed as a united entity, at least
in the wider public realm. The dominance of the umbrella group Bund
der Vertriebenen (BdV) tends to foster the perception that the German
expellee lobby is a homogeneous and cohesive bloc, focused on pro-
moting shared political goals. This has been evident, for instance, in
the media coverage of the prolonged controversy about the proposed
establishment of a Center Against Expulsions in Berlin, in which the
BdV’s statements have generally been taken to represent the expellee
movement as a whole.1

But how correct is that interpretation, particularly in a longer histori-
cal perspective, stretching back to the rise of the expellee organizations
from the late 1940s? What principal organizations emerged among the
German expellees? How united or divided have these organizations
been? How representative have they been, vis-à-vis their presumed fol-
lowers? What broader functions have they served, among the expellees
and in wider society? These are the questions that this chapter addresses.
It starts with a concise overview of the main German expellee organiza-
tions and their development, and proceeds to wider observations about
the unity, divisions, representativeness, and functions of these organiza-
tions. It also attempts to highlight some parallels and contrasts between
these groups and the pied-noir organizations in France.

The development of the main expellee organizations

The roots of the German expellee lobby lie in a setting very different
from that of France’s pied-noir organizations: the immediate aftermath
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of World War II and the problems posed by the arrival into what
became the Federal Republic of roughly eight million so-called expellees
(Vertriebene), Germans who had been uprooted from their homes in
Central and Eastern Europe. Their very presence in devastated post-
World War II Germany was a highly divisive issue, not least because of
the additional strains that they imposed on the extremely limited mate-
rial resources of a postwar society. There was widespread fear among the
victorious Allies and local German elites that impoverished expellees
could form a base for renewed anti-democratic radicalism, from the left
or the right. The emergence of autonomous expellee organizations was
seen as a particularly threatening prospect. As a result, the American
and British occupation authorities at first banned such organizations,
stressing assimilation instead. The expellees were to be treated not as a
distinct minority but as citizens with equal rights and obligations who
now resided permanently in western Germany.

From the outset, this strict policy of non-toleration of separate
expellee organizations proved impossible to enforce, however. Partic-
ularly on the local and regional levels, organized groups persevered
despite the formal ban, and by 1947–8 the proscriptions were lifted,
in good part because rising Cold War tension caused Western priori-
ties to shift. In the increasingly polarized international setting, German
expellee organizations acquired new usefulness. They possessed con-
siderable potential as tools of anti-communist mobilization among
population groups hard hit by forced migrations that could be blamed
on the Soviets and their East European vassals. They could also serve
as beacons of the presumed superiority of Western freedoms, given the
fact that autonomous expellee representation was soon prohibited in
the Soviet occupation zone and the subsequent East German state.2

As a result, a complicated network of expellee organizations arose in
the Federal Republic by the late 1940s and early 1950s. The various
groups can be divided into three categories. The first – and least signif-
icant – were organizations formed to represent specific professional or
vocational interests. A wide variety of such groups emerged in the early
postwar period, as expellees sought to capitalize on old connections
in their struggle to find a new footing in western Germany. Although
a few of these organizations, such as the Representation of Expelled
Industry and Commerce, gained some prominence, most remained
obscure. However, some of the occupational and vocational organiza-
tions assumed additional weight through their close association with
the second main type of West German expellee representation – the
Central Association of Expelled Germans (Zentralverband vertriebener
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Deutscher (ZvD)), which was founded in April 1949 and renamed the
League of Expelled Germans (Bund der vertriebenen Deutschen (BvD))
in 1954.

The BvD/ZvD, a major force in West German politics during the 1950s,
presented itself as a non-partisan interest group whose declared aim was
to unite and represent all expellees on the basis of their current places
of residence. It consisted of a hierarchy of member associations, which
rose in a pyramid-like structure from the local and regional levels to that
of the Federal Republic’s constituent states (Länder). The organization’s
key decision-making bodies were located in Bonn, where an Executive
Committee brought together the chairmen of the state associations and
a smaller Presidium served as the de facto ruling organ. In addition, a
largely ceremonial Federal Assembly convened annually. The BvD/ZvD
claimed about 1.7 million members in the mid-1950s, although only
about one million apparently paid regular membership dues.3

The third main force among the German expellees was that of
the homeland societies (Landsmannschaften).4 It consisted of individual
organizations formed on the basis of their members’ pre-1945 origins,
twenty of which had emerged by the 1950s. In their organizational
structure, the various homeland societies were very similar, each being
headed by a Speaker, who presided over a small Federal Executive Com-
mittee, which, in turn, was elected by a Federal Assembly. Despite these
structural similarities, however, the homeland societies varied greatly in
size and political weight. The least influential were the eleven organiza-
tions that claimed to represent uprooted ethnic Germans from parts of
Eastern Europe that had never been part of Germany. These groups were
plagued by particularism and, more fundamentally, by their small size.
Even the largest, the Homeland Society of Germans from Yugoslavia
(Landsmannschaft der Deutschen aus Jugoslawien), could claim only
an estimated 35,000 members. None of these organizations became a
significant political force.5

Much more importance accrued to larger homeland societies that
purported to speak for expellees from regions that had belonged to
the pre-1945 German Reich. Here, too, heterogeneity remained a prob-
lem, however, as different groups faced diverging fortunes, largely
depending on when and how their areas of origin had been incor-
porated into Germany. The five homeland societies whose members
stemmed from within Germany’s 1937 borders were technically in the
strongest position because the Western Allies had repeatedly stated
that, in a legal sense at least, Germany continued to exist in these
pre-Nazi aggression borders, pending a final peace settlement. Of the
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individual homeland societies within this category, three became rel-
atively prominent. The Silesian Homeland Society (Landsmannschaft
Schlesien), which had an estimated membership of 300,000 in the
1950s, was the strongest force, but the East Prussian Homeland Society
(Landsmannschaft Ostpreussen) and the Pomeranian Homeland Soci-
ety (Pommersche Landsmannschaft), with approximately 140,000 and
60,000 members respectively, also featured in the political arena.6

The second grouping of homeland societies from within the Reich’s
former boundaries represented territories that had been taken from
Germany after World War I and then re-annexed by the Nazis. None
of the three relevant organizations acquired particular political weight,
but the largest, the West Prussian Homeland Society (Landsmannschaft
Westpreussen), at least boasted a membership of 50,000. However, it
was eclipsed in every respect by the one homeland society whose claims
of belonging to Germany as a political entity were traceable purely
to the brutal power politics of the Nazi regime: the Sudetendeutsche
Landsmannschaft. The Sudetenland had never been part of Germany
until the annexation enforced through the notorious Munich Accords
of 1938; yet the Sudeten German Homeland Society managed to
turn itself into the best-organized and most influential of all the
Landsmannschaften, with a membership of some 350,000 and a regional
concentration in Bavaria, which significantly boosted its power.7

On the federal level, all twenty homeland societies joined forces
in an umbrella group intended to coordinate their interests and
policies. Baptized the United East German Homeland Societies
(Vereinigte Ostdeutsche Landsmannschaften (VOL)) upon its found-
ing in August 1949 and renamed the Association of Homeland Soci-
eties (Verband der Landsmannschaften (VdL)) three years later, the
central organization had two executive organs: the Speakers’ Assem-
bly (Sprecherversammlung), composed of each homeland society’s top
leader, and a smaller Presidium, which in practice ran the organization.
The estimated aggregate membership of the twenty Landsmannschaften
amounted to 1.3 million in the mid-1950s, but the VdL/VOL – like
its rival umbrella organization, the BvD/ZvD – typically claimed to
represent all the Federal Republic’s eight million expellees.8

Given their sweeping representational claims and conflicting orga-
nizational principles, it was predictable that the BvD/ZvD and the
VdL/VOL frequently locked horns. Although a 1949 agreement stip-
ulated a division of labor, according to which the BvD/ZvD was
to focus on social issues and the VdL/VOL on cultural and foreign
affairs, rivalries nevertheless raged across most policy fields. This was
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obviously problematic and, following protracted negotiations, in 1958
the two groups finally agreed to merge, establishing a united federal-
level umbrella organization, the Federation of Expellees (Bund der
Vertriebenen (BdV)), an achievement that has persistently eluded the
splintered French pied-noir community.9 The new organization, which
was run by a Federal Executive and a small Presidium chaired by a
President, claimed a total membership of two million, making it the
country’s ‘strongest pressure group after the labor unions’, as Bonn’s
politicians quickly noted.10 With this newly found organizational unity,
expellee activists acquired enhanced credibility as spokesmen for the
more than eight million people whom they claimed to represent.

As the years passed, the BdV increasingly established itself as
the pre-eminent representative of the West German expellee move-
ment. To be sure, the most powerful homeland societies, especially
the Landsmannschaft Schlesien and the Sudetendeutsche Landsmann-
schaft, still maintained an independent profile and organized various
campaigns of their own, particularly in reaction to the new Ostpolitik
introduced by Willy Brandt’s government in the early 1970s, which the
main expellee organizations resisted ferociously – albeit unsuccessfully.
But in subsequent years the expellee lobby grew increasingly adept at
channeling its actions through the BdV, thereby avoiding public displays
of internal strife much more successfully than its pied-noir counter-
parts. The result was the impression of unity highlighted in the recent
controversies about the Center Against Expulsions.

Unity versus division in the expellee organizations

When the history and evolution of the expellee lobby is viewed in
a longer-term perspective stretching back to the late 1940s, however,
unity becomes largely a surface phenomenon, a presentational strat-
egy aimed primarily at external observers, much as it has been among
the French pied-noir groups too. Internally, diversity and division rather
than unity and homogeneity tended to characterize the West German
expellee organizations throughout this period. The most obvious divid-
ing lines ran between particular organizations, with the two competing
umbrella groups of the 1950s providing the classic case of intense
inter-group rivalry. But discord was also rife between various other
Vertriebenenverbände.

The Silesian Homeland Society, for instance, repeatedly locked
horns with the Upper Silesian Homeland Society (Landsmannschaft
Oberschlesien), largely because both claimed to speak for many former
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residents of Upper Silesia. The homeland societies that purported to
represent ethnic Germans from beyond the Reich’s pre-1945 borders
often had difficulty finding a shared agenda with the more powerful
groups that claimed to speak for former Reichsdeutsche. Sudeten German
activists repeatedly crossed swords with their counterparts from other
organizations. Nor were conflicts confined just to the inter-group level.
Multiple dividing lines also ran within organizations, pitting particu-
lar individuals and collectives against others, with homeland societies
frequently exhibiting a particular propensity for internecine feuding.
However, these conflicts never reached the level of physical assault and
even assassination that buffeted France’s pied-noir organizations during
the 1990s.

The internal conflicts within the expellee lobby were fueled by var-
ious issues. Confessional differences caused friction, usually across the
Catholic versus Protestant divide, but generally more as a background
force than an explicit trigger. Personality clashes played a more promi-
nent contributory role, most notably at high levels in the organizational
hierarchies, where ambitious personalities vied with each other over
leadership posts. Particularly divisive figures, such as Linus Kather, the
egocentric East Prussian who headed the umbrella group BvD/ZvD, kept
numerous bitter feuds simmering for years, with the result that he was
shunted from top-level roles in the united BdV. However, his exclusion
did not prevent the BdV’s other leadership cadres from continuing to
quarrel throughout the following decades.11

More distinctively, the far-reaching heterogeneity of the various
expellee groups perpetuated deep-seated divisions that proved difficult
to overcome, even on issues that the expellee lobby regarded as vital.
To be sure, internal discord remained limited in the first of the two
policy areas prioritized by the expellee organizations: social policies
aimed at providing assistance for their followers. Although there were
disagreements about details, by and large the main expellee organiza-
tions managed to unite on a set of demands that remained central to
their social policy agenda for decades, including government-funded
housing and employment schemes, special credit programs, and leg-
islative measures to compensate the expellees for their heavy material
losses.12

Divisions prevailed, however, in the policy field that the expellee
movement in general and the homeland societies in particular viewed
as their top priority and that lacks a direct equivalent among the pied-
noir groups: the so-called Heimatpolitik – all areas of foreign and cultural
policy related to the lost homelands and an anticipated return to them.
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A revision of the postwar territorial status quo that would have enabled
a mass return to the old homelands was the key goal of many homeland
societies, especially those that claimed to speak for expellees from areas
that had been part of Germany at some point before the end of World
War II. But this nevertheless remained a conflictual issue. It was obvi-
ously problematic on the wider international level, given the Cold War
status quo. It was also divisive within the expellee lobby.

Some organizations – particularly homeland societies that claimed
to represent Volksdeutsche, expellees from beyond the borders of the
German state – made clear early on, behind the scenes, that they had no
wish to return to their old homelands.13 More importantly, demands for
territorial revisions also caused strife among the more influential home-
land societies. Tactical statements issued by the Western Allies during
the early Cold War had suggested that, in the absence of a peace treaty,
Germany continued to exist within its 1937 borders, legally at least. This
meant that organizations such as the Silesian Homeland Society, whose
members came from within these borders, were in a much better posi-
tion than, say, the Sudeten German Homeland Society, whose members
did not.

To paper over these rifts, the expellee organizations began by the
mid-1950s to couch their demands in abstract, legalistic terms, such
as their claim to a ‘right to the homeland’ (Heimatrecht) and to self-
determination in that homeland. Ultimately, these legalistic constructs
were attempts to maintain revisionist demands, in terms that sounded
abstract enough to be potentially acceptable to both the various wings of
the expellee movement and potential political backers at home and even
abroad. Under the seemingly high-minded legal phraseology, expellee
leaders were promoting the idea that they and their followers would
first return to their old homelands and then exercise their right to self-
determination, deciding about the national affiliation of the territories
in question.14

This strategy worked well in the West German political arena, where
Heimatrecht became a kind of political mantra of the 1950s and 1960s,
endorsed by all the main political parties, primarily for instrumental,
electoral reasons. But the strategy could not eradicate persistent divi-
sions among the expellee organizations. The powerful Sudeten German
Homeland Society, for instance, remained skeptical of whether its inter-
est in eventually reclaiming the Sudetenland could really be served
within the wider expellee lobby’s collective strategy. As a result, Sudeten
German activists repeatedly struck out on their own in ways that
undermined the expellee lobby’s united external front.
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In the late 1940s and early 1950s they developed independent foreign
policy initiatives, including propaganda publications for international
audiences and attempts to establish direct ties to conservative American
politicians. In the 1960s, Sudeten German leaders often seemed fix-
ated on defending the continued validity of parts of the notorious
Munich Agreement, without which they feared that their claims against
Czechoslovakia would lose their legal basis.15 And in the 1990s they
made headlines with their provocative interventions during the nego-
tiations that culminated in the Declaration of Principles between the
Federal Republic and the Czech Republic in 1997.16

The Sudetendeutsche Landsmannschaft can also illustrate a sec-
ond area of internal divisions within the expellee organizations: the
prevalence of ideological differences within their ranks. The main
expellee organizations were ‘broad churches’ in the sense that their
leadership cadres included people with widely varying political back-
grounds, often from prominent former Nazis to committed Social
Democrats. But in the Sudeten German Homeland Society these differ-
ences were also institutionalized early on through the so-called ideolog-
ical communities (Gesinnungsgemeinschaften), three sub-organizations
that brought together like-minded activists on the basis of interwar tra-
ditions. The Ackermann-Gemeinde was a Catholic group rooted in the
Christian workers’ movement; the Seliger-Gemeinde represented social
democrats; and the Witiko-Bund drew on right-wing völkisch traditions
and included several prominent Nazis. Predictably, representatives of
these groups frequently clashed in internal deliberations, and although
most of the confrontations could be shielded from external observers,
occasionally word did leak out to the media, undermining the façade
of expellee unity. Even when that did not occur, internal tensions
weakened the expellee leaders’ ability to cooperate effectively.17

Although the particular conflicts inherent in the Sudeten German
ideological communities lost significance as the years passed and alle-
giances to prewar political traditions faded, ideological and political
differences in the expellee lobby persisted. In the context of the Federal
Republic’s new Ostpolitik of the early 1970s, for example, the obstruc-
tionist stances of the mainstream expellee lobby were opposed by less
prominent splinter groups that endorsed the government’s new poli-
cies. At the other extreme, the so-called Preussische Treuhand, or Prussian
Claims Society, which between 2006 and 2008 unsuccessfully sought to
get European courts to force Poland to pay compensation to Germans
who had lost their possessions in present-day Poland during the expul-
sions, consisted, in part, of prominent BdV members, even as the BdV as
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an organization sought to distance itself from the Claims Society.18 Here,
too, surface appearances of unity in the expellee lobby clashed with the
underlying realities of competing and conflicting objectives.

Unity and division in key terminology

Ultimately, the divisions among the German expellees reach much
deeper still, as reflected in the very concept of ‘expellee’. As Mathias Beer
has demonstrated, the term was a highly politicized Cold War construct
that played an important role in the Federal Republic’s public relations
war against the German Democratic Republic (GDR).19 It highlighted
the violent arbitrariness of the expulsions and pointed the finger at the
USSR and its East European allies as the primary culprits behind them.
It also contrasted with the GDR’s refusal to address the issue of millions
of its citizens mistreated and forcibly uprooted with the support of its
main ally, except in extremely cautious and euphemistic terms.20

Even more significantly, the category Vertriebene elided differences and
fostered an impression of seeming national homogeneity amongst a
population group that was in fact highly diverse and divided, broadly
paralleling the similar function served by the term Pied-Noir in France.
In part, the terminology had this effect with reference to the notion of
‘expulsion’ as such. The word is suggestive of a planned, unitary process,
an organized, forced removal of a population group from a particular
region on the initiative of hostile, presumably foreign authorities. When
applied to the German ‘expellees’, it cultivated the impression of unity
within a massive population group whose members had supposedly suf-
fered very similar fates in the hands of external enemies while being
forcibly resettled westwards during or after World War II.

That impression was not entirely wrong, of course. Millions of
Germans were indeed subjected to more or less systematic expulsions
organized by foreign authorities, particularly from former German ter-
ritories that became part of postwar Poland or Czechoslovakia, but also
from Hungary, Yugoslavia, and other areas during the war’s final stages
and its early aftermath. But large numbers of the so-called ‘expellees’
had left their homes under very different circumstances. Nearly a mil-
lion had first come to the Reich as a result of mass resettlements
and population exchanges carried out by the Nazis under the aus-
pices of the Heim ins Reich (Back into the Reich) program, often with
expectations of personal gain.21 Additional hundreds of thousands
had been evacuated by Nazi authorities as the Red Army marched
into areas of German settlement in 1944 and 1945, and millions of
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others had chosen to flee from the advancing Soviet offensive, endur-
ing a forced migration of sorts, but technically not an ‘expulsion’.22

Upon closer inspection, the seeming unity of experiences among the
German expellees during the ‘expulsion’ thus becomes an artificial con-
struct that masked far-ranging differences in their forced migration
experiences.

The wartime fortunes of the ‘expellees’ had also varied widely. By the
end of the conflict, millions had been forcibly removed from territo-
ries in which their ancestors had lived for generations. This applied
with particular force to many of the so-called Reichsdeutsche (citizens
of the German Reich) among the expellees, who had been kicked out of
areas that in most cases had been populated fully – or at least over-
whelmingly – by Germans and had belonged to the Reich in many
cases ever since its creation in 1870. It also held true for large num-
bers of Volksdeutsche (ethnic Germans), many of whom had belonged
to German minority settlements in Eastern Europe that had existed for
centuries. But others had entered areas of expulsion only during the
war, sometimes as direct beneficiaries of the Third Reich’s policies of
demographic re-engineering and exploitation.

Prime examples included settlers brought into the parts of interwar
Poland annexed by the Nazis, to serve as colonizers of sorts in place
of the Jews, ethnic Poles, and others previously expelled from these
areas; or Germans who had entered annexed or occupied territories as
the Third Reich’s functionaries.23 Such differences and more were sub-
merged under the general rubric of ‘expellees’, pushing aside important
differences among the affected population groups and helping to elide
distinctions in the degree to which particular groups and individuals
could be regarded not merely as victims of ‘expulsions’, but possibly
also as agents and beneficiaries of National Socialist rule.

The use of the blanket term ‘expellee’ also clouded realities in the
setting of post-1945 West Germany. It created seeming anti-communist
unity among population groups that often had little in common, except
for the experience of having had to desert their places of origin because
of the war. The people lumped together as ‘expellees’ came from a
wide variety of regions across the European continent, from the Balkans
to the Baltic, with a strong Reichsdeutsche majority and a significant
Volksdeutsche minority. The differences between the various groups of
expellees were often much greater than any unifying features, given the
geographic, cultural and linguistic contrasts between them. An urban
professional from Breslau/Wrocław, a highly developed Silesian city that
had been an integral part of the German state, would have had very little
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in common with a peasant farmer who had lived in the remote Banat
region of interwar Yugoslavia, for instance.

Much like the French Pieds-Noirs, the expellees in the Federal Repub-
lic were thus not only a highly diverse but also in many ways a very
internally divided population group, a fact that was reflected both at
the grassroots level and in the organizations that purported to represent
the expellee ‘masses’.

The representativeness and legitimacy of the expellee
organizations

Another key question still remains: how representative were the expellee
organizations? Could they legitimately claim to possess a mandate to act
on behalf of the population groups whose spokesmen they purported
to be?

On balance, the representativeness and legitimacy of the main West
German expellee organizations has always been dubious. From the
beginning, the leading organizations made far-reaching claims in this
regard. The main homeland societies presented themselves as the sole
legitimate representatives of their respective population groups, and
the federal-level umbrella organizations claimed to speak for all of the
expellees in the land. The organizations also reported high membership
figures, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, with the two largest home-
land societies, those of the Sudeten Germans and the Silesians, claiming
some 350,000 and 300,000 members respectively, and the umbrella
group BdV insisting on a membership of two million, as we have seen.
Although the groups have grown more reticent about their membership
numbers since the 1970s, they typically continue to react aggressively
to any allegations of diminishing support. As recently as 2010, the BdV
officially denied press reports according to which its total membership
had declined to some 500,000, insisting on a figure of ‘around two
million’.24

As with the pied-noir organizations in France, the membership data
have been – and continue to be – highly problematic, however. The
official figures have always been shrouded in secrecy, as public pro-
nouncements without further evidence, and it is likely that most have
been overestimates. There is also little doubt that the membership lev-
els of the expellee groups have declined significantly since the 1950s, all
official denials notwithstanding. In 1962, internal BdV records indicated
that the total membership of the expellee organizations had slipped to
1.25 million at most, and by the mid-1960s the official newspaper of
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the Landsmannschaft Schlesien attracted only 25,800 subscriptions from
among the more than 1.5 million people that the group claimed to
represent.25 The downward trend has almost certainly continued since
then, and the press reports of the BdV’s 500,000 members in the new
millennium could well be accurate.

However, even if one were to give the official data the benefit of the
doubt, at least in the Federal Republic’s early years, the fact would still
remain that the expellee organizations have never managed to attract
more than relatively small minorities of their purported followers. The
two million members claimed by the BdV at its founding in 1958,
for instance, equaled less than a quarter of all the expellees in West
Germany at the time. The two largest homeland societies were even
less successful in percentage terms with their roughly 300,000 claimed
members, given the fact that some 1.55 million Silesians and 1.9 million
Sudeten Germans had resettled in the Federal Republic.26

There is also reason to be skeptical about the expellee leaders’ claims
regarding the motivations of the followers who joined the organiza-
tions and attended their events. The most notable such events were the
annual summer rallies of the various Landsmannschaften, which often
drew crowds of hundreds of thousands, at least in the Federal Republic’s
early years. Expellee leaders routinely portrayed the high turnouts as liv-
ing proof of their followers’ enthusiastic support for the expellee lobby’s
political agenda on issues such as Heimatpolitik. But the available evi-
dence suggests that the majority of rank and file expellees came to the
rallies primarily for more personal, largely apolitical reasons: to meet
family and friends, to reminisce, to maintain cultural traditions and
connections.27 The degree to which the expellee organizations could
claim genuine popular backing for their particular policies has therefore
always been questionable.

The lack of wider popular legitimacy and representativeness has been
particularly striking in the composition and behavior of the expellee
lobby’s top leadership cadres. Particularly during the first two postwar
decades or so, the main expellee organizations were characterized by
a kind of dignitary politics. The groups were directed in a top-heavy
fashion by narrow, self-perpetuating elites that existed in a political
bubble, with no direct popular legitimization and little in the way of
feedback mechanisms from their members. Almost without exception,
the leaders had occupied elite positions in the old homelands, typically
as high-level civil servants, large-scale landowners, or salient members
of the free professions, and many knew each other from the old days.
The majority had engaged in right-wing politics during the Weimar
era; many had become active National Socialist German Workers’ Party
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(NSDAP) members in the Third Reich; and considerable numbers had
actively participated in the formulation or implementation of Nazi poli-
cies. Of the thirteen members of the first BdV Presidium that took office
in 1958, for instance, eleven had been active contributors to the Nazi
regime, as Michael Schwartz has shown.28

While conservative-minded, even reactionary, leaders set the tone in
the early expellee movement, left-liberal voices remained sidelined, a
trend that has largely continued to the present day. Another notable fea-
ture of the top leadership structure of the early expellee movement was
the nearly total absence of women. The severe gender imbalance began
to change somewhat only recently, most visibly through the elevation
of the CDU politician Erika Steinbach to the post of the BdV president,
which she held between 1998 and late 2014. In the post-Steinbach area
the organization is again led by a man, however, a conservative mem-
ber of the Bundestag by the name of Bernd Fabritius, and in 2015 its
fifteen-member Presidium contains only two women.

In recent years, the BdV – as indeed most of the expellee lobby – has
sought to appear more modern, partly by introducing younger faces
to key leadership positions, most of which had continued to be occu-
pied by increasingly octogenarian figures of the founding generation
well into the 1990s. In mid-2015, six of the BdV’s current Presidium
members, for instance, were born in the 1960s or the early 1970s.29

However, such changes have been more cosmetic than substantive. The
expellee lobby’s exclusive, non-consultative leadership practices have
continued, and the gulf between the leaders and the rank and file has
remained wide.

The expellee lobby’s wider societal role and functions

What can be said about the wider societal role of the German expellee
lobby? How closely have the organizations been able to meet their
goals, and what functions have they served among the expellees and
in broader society? The overall objectives of the main expellee groups,
as laid out in internal deliberations from early on, were ambitious. The
most fundamental goal was the development and maintenance of a sep-
arate expellee identity, with particular long-term objectives. In the short
term, the expellees were to establish a secure basis of existence in West
Germany, through self-help and governmental assistance. But the mate-
rial improvements were to be the means to a much more far-reaching
end – an eventual return to the old Heimat. The expellees were supposed
to retain a close affiliation with the lost homelands and be prepared to
reclaim them when a suitable opportunity presented itself, by exercising
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their self-proclaimed Heimatrecht. In other words, societal integration in
West Germany was supposed to be only an interim stage that enabled
the expellees to re-establish themselves in the present in order to pre-
pare for their ultimate goal: an eventual return to the territories from
which they had been forcibly uprooted.

These ambitious long-term objectives proved to be a pipe dream. The
expellee lobby’s efforts to cultivate a lasting, separate identity among its
presumed followers failed dramatically. By the mid-1960s at the latest
it had become obvious that visions of the old Heimat were fading fast
in most expellees’ minds. Opinion polls showed that a steadily grow-
ing majority of the expellees in West Germany had no desire to return
to their former homelands.30 Instead of obsessing about their presumed
separate identities and continuing ties to the ‘lost German East’, most
expellees were increasingly integrated into the Federal Republic and
preferred to focus on their lives in the realities of the present.

To be sure, the integration process was far from complete. Expellees
still typically lagged behind longer-standing residents of western
Germany in their living standards, but the gap was closing, particularly
for the younger generations, whose members had experienced the old
Heimat only as small children, or not at all. In the stability of postwar
West Germany, everyday routines were taking over, and the process of
adjustment to the new circumstances kept advancing a bit further each
year.31 Strong proof of this state of affairs emerged in the early 1970s,
when the expellee organizations’ attempts to mobilize the expellee ‘mil-
lions’ against the Brandt government’s new Ostpolitik failed decisively,
with the vast majority refusing to heed the call to protest and resist. The
long-term result was the relative political marginalization of the expellee
groups, broadly similar to that of the pied-noir organizations in France,
a situation from which they have never really recovered.

The causes of the expellee lobby’s failure to meet their ambitious
objectives were manifold – and mostly external to the expellee groups
themselves. The Federal Republic’s singular economic and social tra-
jectory, as embodied in the so-called Economic Miracle and its far-
reaching integrative and legitimizing effects, was undoubtedly the most
important factor. A variety of other external forces also made sig-
nificant contributions – policies pursued by the Allied occupiers and
native West German elites; social, generational and attitudinal changes
in West German society; the efforts and adjustments of individual
expellees; even the simple passage of time. But, paradoxically, the
expellee organizations themselves played a major role in undermining
their own wider project. In two different contexts, their actions helped
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to defang the separatist, revisionist potential of their own presumed
followers, thereby significantly facilitating the long-term societal inte-
gration of rank and file expellees. In the final analysis, the West German
expellee lobby therefore made its most far-reaching societal contribu-
tion by unwittingly subverting its own underlying objectives, giving rise
to unanticipated consequences.

The first of these contexts was the early postwar period, a time when
the emerging West German state still lacked sovereignty and concerns
about a mass radicalization of the expellees were widespread. As millions
of impoverished, demoralized and homesick expellees eked out a precar-
ious existence, typically facing prejudice and discrimination from the
native population, the expellee lobby’s rhetoric provided psychological
succor for the uprooted newcomers. The prospect of an eventual return
to the old homelands, fostered by the expellee lobby’s revisionist procla-
mations, provided a source of hope and motivation for large numbers
of expellees. A Silesian woman gave apt expression to the inspiration
which this vision of a better future could provide: ‘One day we’ll return
to our land,’ she assured an interviewer. ‘We all firmly believe that. Until
then we don’t let ourselves get down-hearted.’32

As the hope of a mass expellee exodus also appealed to many native
West Germans, who would have been happy to see the backs of unloved
strangers amidst overcrowded conditions of scarcity, the rhetoric of the
expellee activists helped to defuse social tensions and thereby served
the broader interests of postwar reconstruction in western Germany.
In the longer term that rhetoric also undermined the revisionist long-
term objectives that it was supposed to promote. By building the lost
Heimat into an idealized, mythical entity and the return to it into a
near-millenarian solution that would fix all imaginable ills, expellee
functionaries helped to create a dualistic mindset among their follow-
ers. The increasingly distant paradise of the lost homeland contrasted
sharply with the realities of daily life in the Federal Republic, and as
the years passed, a compartmentalized outlook grew ever more evident
among the expellees. While many, at least among the old and middle
generations, continued to pay limited, highly ritualized homage to the
beloved old Heimat at expellee rallies and other in-group events, in their
everyday lives a growing majority increasingly accommodated them-
selves to their surroundings, accepting West Germany as their de facto
new Heimat.33 The unrealistic rhetoric of the expellee elites contributed
significantly to that outcome.

The second context in which the oratory and actions of the expellee
functionaries backfired with similar consequences was the late 1960s.
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By this time, West German public debates and attitudes about the Nazi
past, World War II and its consequences, including the expulsions and
the accompanying border changes, had changed significantly. There was
a growing willingness among mainstream political and opinion-making
elites, as well as among the population at large, including a rising major-
ity of the expellees, to accept the postwar realities and to view the
recent past through an increasingly self-critical lens. However, the main
expellee organizations still refused to budge from their hardline stances.
In the face of rising public challenges to their established doctrines, they
instead added radical-sounding accents to their political repertoire, typ-
ically attacking journalists, politicians and other critics with derogatory
epithets reminiscent of the destructively polarized political debates of
the Weimar era. The ominous-sounding term Verzichtpolitiker (abandon-
ment politician) gained particular notoriety as a pejorative employed by
expellee activists against politicians deemed hostile to their cause.34

Through their inability to adjust to the social, political and attitudinal
changes of the 1960s, the expellee organizations again made a positive
contribution to expellee integration and broader social stability in West
Germany, albeit in a paradoxical fashion: by alienating the majority of
the people whom they purported to represent. After having proclaimed
for years that a governmental recognition of the territorial status quo
in Eastern Europe would provoke massive expellee protests and risk
large-scale political radicalization, expellee leaders were now forced to
recognize that the bulk of their supposed followers refused to conform to
such stereotypes. Far from rushing to the barricades to demand contin-
ued hardline policies, growing numbers of expellees explicitly rejected
the popular legitimacy of their self-proclaimed representatives, publicly
accusing them of ‘fanaticism’ and ‘dangerous illusions’.35

Many others backed away from the organized expellee movement
with less fanfare. This trend was evident within the organizations from
the mid-1960s. By that time, ranking Silesian leaders admitted in private
that ‘the mass of the Silesians [did] not belong or no longer belong[ed]
to the Homeland Society’ and that the level of interest among youth
was ‘minimal’.36 Internal Sudeten German records told a similar story,
and the general picture within the expellee lobby was one of steady
shrinkage, funneled around a hard core of aging and increasingly embit-
tered devotees.37 The broader impact of these developments became
clear as Willy Brandt’s Social–Liberal coalition began to implement its
new Ostpolitik in the early 1970s. Although expellee activists continued
to protest vociferously, most of the public supported the government’s
Eastern policy, and political radicalism remained confined to small
fringe groups, even among the expellees.
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Early postwar fears about the dangerous, destabilizing potential of the
expellees had proved unfounded, thanks to a combination of fortuitous
factors, one of which had been the unintended long-term societal conse-
quences of the Vertriebenenverbände and their political activities. Despite
all their internal divisions, hidden agendas, and problems of legitimacy
and representativeness, the expellee organizations’ most far-reaching
and lasting societal function had been to undermine the potential dan-
gers inherent in the millions of German expellees, albeit unwittingly
and even unwillingly.
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7
Unity above all? Relationships
and Rivalries within the Pied-Noir
Community
Claire Eldridge

The conclusion of the Algerian War of Independence was accompanied
by one of the largest post-1945 population movements as almost all of
Algeria’s one million European residents left their homes and crossed
the Mediterranean to metropolitan France.1 Aside from its scale, one
of the most notable features of the pied-noir migration was the speed
with which a highly diverse group of individuals came to be constructed
as a cohesive and broadly homogeneous community possessed of a
shared set of attributes and goals. Key to this transformation were asso-
ciations that served as the creators of and vehicles for this collective
identity which, in turn, became the basis for the articulation of a range
of grievances and demands addressed to the French state. Operating as
‘instrument(s) of identity’, associations therefore enabled Pieds-Noirs to
‘recognize [themselves] and to be recognized’ as a community.2 In all of
this, unity, or at least the external appearance of unity, was paramount.
The more the Pieds-Noirs were seen as a coherent bloc, the more likely
it was that those in power would take their demands seriously.

Yet beneath an apparently harmonious surface lurked a range of acri-
monious divisions and conflicts. This chapter will consider the strategies
employed by pied-noir associations as they sought to maintain cohe-
sion in spite of the heterogeneity of a population with diverse, often
competing agendas, priorities, and ideologies. Focusing on the tensions
between unity and division provides an insight into the relationships
and rivalries that structure this complex and still relatively understudied
community.

133



134 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

Early pied-noir mobilization

The size and suddenness of the 1962 ‘exodus’ meant that both departure
from Algeria and arrival in France were chaotic and stressful experiences.
Even though the French state put in place extensive and, ultimately,
highly successful measures to facilitate the rapid integration of the for-
mer settlers, these initiatives took time to take effect and, inevitably,
there were shortcomings.3 The limits of the ability of the state to
process the massive number of Pieds-Noirs, especially in the summer
and autumn of 1962, as well as the enormous disruption created by
the arrival of so many additional citizens generated considerable ten-
sions and hostility, particularly in places such as Marseille, which bore
the brunt of the repatriate disembarkations. This was compounded by
metropolitan suspicions regarding a community closely linked in the
media and popular imagination with the terrorism of the Organisation
armée secrète (OAS). All of which meant that the ‘welcome’ the Pieds-
Noirs received in France fell far short of what they were expecting and
hoping for.4

Into the gap between what the state promised and what it was imme-
diately able to deliver stepped a number of associations that sought
to represent and defend the legal rights and material interests of the
former settlers. Several of these associations were initially formed in
response to the earlier displacement of French citizens from other parts
of the empire such as Indochina, Morocco, Tunisia, and Guinea as
decolonization gathered pace. However, the numerical size and politi-
cal importance of Algeria’s settlers meant that this community quickly
came to dominate the agenda of bodies such as the Front national des
rapatriés (FNR) and the Groupement national pour l’indemnisation des
biens spoilés ou perdus outre-mer (GNPI). The largest and most influen-
tial organization at the time was the Association nationale des français
d’Afrique du Nord et d’outre-mer et de leurs amis (ANFANOMA).

Initially formed in 1956 in support of the Algérie française cause,
in the post-1962 period ANFANOMA turned its attention to lobby-
ing the French government. Echoing the materially-driven focus of
German expellee associations like the BdV, ANFANOMA initially pri-
oritized securing adequate levels of housing, employment and com-
pensation for the Pieds-Noirs. The association also ensured that new
arrivals were informed about what state assistance was available to
them and how to claim this. A jump in ANFANOMA’s membership
from 62,000 in April 1960, to a quarter of a million by 1962, accord-
ing to their own records, enabled the association to position itself as
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the voice of the pied-noir community and to hold sway over the early
association-based landscape.5 By articulating a central set of practical
needs and concerns common to the majority of Pieds-Noirs in these
initial years, ANFANOMA encouraged the disparate and individual set-
tlers to think of themselves as part of a socially and culturally cohesive
community. In this way, the association helped lay the foundations
for the kinds of collective mobilization witnessed in the following two
decades.

As state integration policies took effect, rendering the immediate
material needs of the Pieds-Noirs less acute, new and more diverse types
of associations emerged. In particular, the mid-1970s onwards witnessed
a ‘cultural turn’ as pied-noir associations focused increasingly on moral
and commemorative issues. Spearheading this change in direction was
the Cercle Algérianiste. Founded in 1973, the association’s mission was
to preserve what they regarded as the unique culture and heritage of
the Pieds-Noirs which they felt was being imperiled by the assimila-
tionist pressures of French society. Central to the Cercle Algérianiste’s
mission was collating, organizing and synthesizing individual pied-noir
experiences in order to create a collective memory store which could
be deployed for internally and externally facing purposes.6 As the asso-
ciation’s 1978 manifesto proclaimed, they aimed to be ‘the expression
of the collective conscience of our scorned, exiled, and dispersed com-
munity in order to save from oblivion and nothingness the little that
remains to us of our magnificent and cruel past’.7 Designating them-
selves as the embodiment of this ‘collective conscience’ enabled the
Cercle Algérianiste to define their positions and objectives as common
to all Pieds-Noirs and thus to claim to speak on behalf of the broader
community.8

Astutely positioning itself within a post-1968 political landscape
that afforded greater space to minority identities and cultures, the
Cercle Algérianiste not only grew rapidly, establishing multiple regional
branches across France, but inspired a wealth of other culturally ori-
ented organizations.9 These included amicales, social societies bringing
together Pieds-Noirs on the basis of shared geographical origins, pro-
fessions, or other facets of identity. Although primarily local rather
than national in their reach, amicales shared with organizations like
the Cercle Algérianiste an emphasis on recreating a sense of com-
munity through the preservation and valorization of their collective
past. To this end, both types of associations regularly organized social
and commemorative events where their members could come together
and reminisce, while their magazines and newsletters created virtual
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communities through photographs, autobiographical recollections and
historical articles evoking the common elements that bound them
together. By creating a safe space in which to assert an identity and
sense of belonging that French society was often perceived as hostile
towards, such activities helped individual Pieds-Noirs to ‘reweave the
social fabric’ torn asunder in 1962.10 In response to the popularity of
such initiatives, even ANFANOMA adjusted its resolutely practical and
material focus to include an increasing array of cultural components.
This was a conscious strategic decision to help ensure that the associ-
ation remained relevant to a community with changing priorities and
interests.

Culturally-based entities and their members have often lent their sup-
port to campaigns waged by issue, event, or group-specific associations.
Many of these endeavors were commemoratively oriented with orga-
nizations such as the Collectif des familles de disparus en Algérie, or
the Association des familles des victimes du 26 mars 1962 et de leurs
alliés, attempting to locate and remember civilians who died or disap-
peared during the Algerian War.11 Other causes that attracted significant
pied-noir support included the efforts of the Association pour la sauve-
garde des cimetières d’Algérie (ASCA) to preserve European graveyards
and tombs in Algeria, both from natural deterioration over time and
deliberate vandalism. Other associations focused on coordinating collec-
tive action to prevent 19 March, the date of the Evian ceasefire accords,
becoming part of the national commemorative calendar.12 A further
issue that received a lot of attention was the fate of the harkis, those
Algerians who served in civilian and military capacities with the French
forces during the War of Independence. Much of the activism on behalf
of the harkis, certainly in the 1980s and 1990s, was channeled via the
association Jeune Pied-Noir (JPN), run by Bernard Coll and his spouse,
Taouès Titraoui, herself the daughter of a harki.13

Support for other pied-noir endeavors demonstrated that although
each association had its own particular constituency and remit, they
did not operate in isolation. Instead, they formed a dense network
whose relations, so their spokespeople claimed, were characterized by
principles of mutual assistance and support that replicated the close
communal ties of French Algeria. Association newspapers, magazines
and bulletins regularly devoted space to the activities of other groups,
while article bylines indicated a pool of regular contributors who
rotated between different publications. Television programs relating to
the Pieds-Noirs furthermore revealed a core cast of recurring associa-
tion representatives, notably Jacques Roseau of the Rassemblement et
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coordination des rapatriés et spoilés d’outre-mer (RECOURS) and JPN’s
Bernard Coll.

Finally, there has always been considerable movement between asso-
ciations with activists gaining experience in one organization before
launching their own. Maurice Calmein’s time as a militant in the FNR
in the 1960s, for example, served him well when he came to found the
Cercle Algérianiste in 1973, while in 2007, Nicole Ferrandis was simul-
taneously vice president of ANFANOMA and head of the Association
des familles des victimes du 26 mars 1962 et de leurs alliés.14 Therefore,
although some associations are more prominent and influential than
others, the situation is less hierarchical and more fluid than among the
German Vertriebene.

Most pied-noir associations vehemently proclaimed themselves to be
apolitical. This did not mean that they were indifferent to politics;
indeed most had political dimensions to their activism in the sense of
seeking to influence government policy – whether economic, social or
cultural – in favor of the Pieds-Noirs. Rather, being apolitical denoted a
refusal to definitively ally with any one party or individual politician,
instead retaining the independence to decide whom to support based
on the incentives being offered.15 Particularly during the early years of
the pied-noir presence in France when there were important material
issues that could only be resolved through legislative measures, such as
the question of compensation, associations like ANFANOMA engaged
in detailed debates concerning the merits of different politicians and
parties with respect to pied-noir needs. This included allowing those
standing in municipal, parliamentary, and presidential elections to
use the pages of its newspaper, France Horizon, to explain how their
platforms would benefit the pied-noir community.

The organization most closely associated with political activism is
RECOURS whose charismatic founder, Jacques Roseau, developed an
explicit lobbying strategy that consisted of mobilizing Pieds-Noirs to
vote tactically in areas where they were numerically significant in order
to pressure incumbent governments into acceding to their demands.16

First put into practice in the 1977 municipal elections, this tactic pro-
duced several shock results in the form of majority candidates in the
south losing their seats to the left. RECOURS’ most high-profile scalp
was Montpellier’s incumbent mayor, François Delmas, who had been
in post since 1959. Delmas was unseated by the socialist candidate,
Georges Frêche, in large part because of the latter’s close alliance with
Roseau which helped him ‘steal’ the pied-noir vote, as the press described
it.17 Continuing these lobbying practices for the next decade and at
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both ends of the political spectrum, by the 1986 legislative elections
RECOURS had lined up behind Jacques Chirac, the leader of the right-
wing Rassemblement pour la République (RPR). In 1987, following
Chirac’s appointment as prime minister, the Pieds-Noirs were rewarded
with a range of favorable measures including a substantive compensa-
tion law demonstrating, in the eyes of many Pieds-Noirs, the utility of
RECOURS’ tactics.

Headline-grabbing early successes, such as Frêche’s victory, greatly
raised the profile of RECOURS. Media coverage combined with Roseau’s
political acumen and carefully cultivated connections meant RECOURS
rapidly gained institutional legitimacy. Dubbed the ‘voice of the Pieds-
Noirs’ by the press, Roseau managed to make his organization and
himself the main point of reference for the pied-noir community as
far as those in power were concerned.18 Being able to claim to repre-
sent not just the views of their own members, but those of the wider
pied-noir community and, as a result of this, to exert influence at the
national level, meant that RECOURS attained a status that most large
pied-noir associations aspired to. In so doing, the organization attracted
many supporters, but it also aroused jealousy and hostility among other
associations.

The question of representativeness

How accurate was the press’ assessment of RECOURS as the ‘voice’ of the
Pieds-Noirs? While it is relatively simple to ascertain what associations
do, and to discern the rationales behind this, it is much harder to assess
the impact of their activities and the extent to which they are represen-
tative of the views of the wider pied-noir population. Especially as the
‘community’ of Pieds-Noirs being invoked is not a naturally occurring
phenomenon, but rather an artificial entity that needs to be continually
constructed and defined by associations, both to their own members
and in the wider public sphere. There clearly has to be some degree of
common ground and sense of connection among Pieds-Noirs for the
associational movement to have remained in existence for more than
five decades. As Eric Savarese argues, ‘No identity can be woven with-
out the existence of sentiments shared collectively by the individuals
involved.’19

Nonetheless, it is equally clear that not all Pieds-Noirs subscribe to the
discourses and positions of associations, not least because associations
have different agendas, memberships and target audiences. A distinc-
tion also needs to be made between ‘activists’, those who create and
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direct associations, and ‘members’, those who belong to and participate
in the activities of associations with varying degrees of commitment and
consistency. As in the case of the annual summer rallies of the various
Landsmannschaften highlighted by Pertti Ahonen, attendance at pied-noir
events was motivated by a broad range of factors and cannot be taken as
proof of support for the political agenda of the groups organizing them,
in spite of what the associations themselves claimed. The term ‘commu-
nity’ must therefore be used with the awareness that by no means all
Pieds-Noirs identify with this entity as it is labeled and characterized by
associations and their spokespeople.

These issues are compounded by the fact that there is almost no quan-
titative data concerning the number and size of pied-noir associations.
Considerably lower than the percentages reported for expellee associa-
tions, the most widely cited statistics relate to the 1990s and put the
number of associations somewhere between four hundred and eight
hundred, with 15 percent of the total pied-noir population deemed to
belong to one or more organization.20 However, the source of the data
on which these estimate rests is not clear. There is also no sense of how
these figures compare to previous years and the situation has undoubt-
edly evolved over the two decades since these calculations were made.
More recently, Jean-Jacques Jordi stated that approximately five percent
of Pieds-Noirs belong to an association. Although Jordi gives no indica-
tion of where this figure comes from, his assertion appears to support
the idea of progressive decline in membership similar to that witnessed
in the German case.21

Aside from such holistic assessments, all that exists are discrete
and isolated snapshots of the size and strength of individual associa-
tions in particular regions at certain moments. In 1992, for example,
Jordi claimed that the Cercle Algérianiste had 33 local branches and
5,000 members overall. Two years previously, Joëlle Hureau reported
that the same association possessed 3,500 adherents, in comparison
to membership figures of 200,000 and 50,000 for ANFANOMA and
RECOURS respectively.22 Such assessments sit alongside a limited num-
ber of small-scale case studies, usually based on a single association, such
as Andrea Smith’s excellent anthropological investigation of the Amicale
France-Malte in the department of the Bouches-du-Rhône.23

Associations therefore represent the visible tip of the rapatrié iceberg,
but it is hard to gauge how large the area below the surface actually is.
Yet it is precisely because it is so difficult to measure the size and influ-
ence of associations that their perceived significance, whether among
Pieds-Noirs, the general public, or government officials, becomes so
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important. In light of the lack of concrete data, perception acquires a
disproportionate weight. Hence why so much emphasis has been placed
by associations upon the concept of unity, or at least on maintaining
a unified front in public to give credence to the idea of the Pieds-Noirs
as a cohesive and numerically strong body whose demands deserve due
attention. As in the German case, maintaining the impression of har-
mony and homogeneity is therefore a deliberate tactic. Primarily for
external consumption, such claims are designed to strengthen the hand
of associations in their campaigns for material restitution and moral
recognition.

Unity and division

Unity is therefore something that has been consciously and actively
promoted by pied-noir associations from the outset. In 1977, the first edi-
tion of L’Algérianiste, the monthly magazine of the Cercle Algérianiste,
opened with the declaration: ‘We want to maintain our identity, living
as we want to, proud of our past and strong because of our frater-
nal links.’24 A decade previously, another pied-noir publication, L’Echo
d’Oran, placed a similar stress on the twin themes of ‘solidarity’ and
‘friendship’ in 1965 when it reminded readers of the proverb: ‘Defeated,
divided, a country dies. / Defeated, united, a country is reborn.’25 Believ-
ing that there were plenty of outside forces who would seek to sow
disunity for their own gains, maintaining internal unity was advocated
by associations as the best way to guarantee the survival of the Pieds-
Noirs as a collective entity and the most effective means of ensuring
that their demands were taken seriously by the French state.

It was therefore important, as Cercle Algérianiste President Maurice
Calmein stressed, that Pieds-Noirs behaved in a ‘dignified’ manner
which demonstrated that ‘for us, moral values like a sense of honor
[and] of fraternity remain fundamental’.26 As the attention of the nation
turned increasingly towards groups connected to the Algerian War in the
1990s, such imperatives acquired greater significance. Acknowledging,
however, that no community was perfect, strategies were proposed for
dealing with the occasional ‘black sheep’ whose behavior risked ‘harm-
ing others in the group’.27 Self-policing was thus advocated to bring
any rogue elements back into line before they could tarnish the image
projected to the outside world.

Yet behind this rhetoric, unity in a practical sense has proven diffi-
cult to achieve. Although their experience of ‘expulsion’ from Algeria
was more homogeneous than in the German case, the former settlers
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nonetheless constituted a highly diverse population socio-economically,
politically and culturally. In the postcolonial period, this heterogeneity
led to differences of opinion concerning how to interpret and represent
the past, as well as how best to define the present-day community and
what its objectives should be.28 As a result, pied-noir associations have
been plagued from their inception by rivalries, divisions and schisms.
These have primarily revolved around internal competitions for con-
trol over the image and voice of the Pieds-Noirs and for the right to
represent the community to the outside world, particularly to those in
power.

As early as November 1956, the Union des français d’outre-mer
fused with the Association des français d’Afrique du Nord et d’outre-
mer to form ANFANOM. A final ‘A’, standing for ‘et leurs Amis’ (and
their friends) was added in 1958 to give the association its current
acronym of ANFANOMA. But only a few months later at the associa-
tion’s annual conference in February 1957, disagreements were so severe
that a faction broke away to form the Fédération nationale des Français
d’Afrique du Nord et d’outre-mer (FNFANOM). This was on top of a
long-standing rivalry between ANFANOMA and the Rassemblement des
Français d’Afrique du Nord (RANFRAN).29

In addition to a bewildering array of fusions and splits, there have
also been a series of attempts to federate pied-noir associations into
larger blocs. Yet, in contrast to the German case, none of these have
endured. One of the more successful was the FNR, which debuted in
1965 promising to ‘energetically’ pursue the material and moral goals of
the community. The FNR included representatives from all the key asso-
ciations of the day, including ANFANOMA. Its creation demonstrated, in
the opinion of Valérie Esclangon-Morin, recognition by pied-noir associa-
tions of ‘the need to form themselves into a lobby in order to speak with
one voice and force politicians to support the rapatrié cause’.30 However,
acknowledging the need to unify in order to optimize their efficacy was
not sufficient to transcend rivalries between member associations and to
hold the FNR, or the various federative bodies that succeeded it, together
in the long term.

Another interesting example in this regard was that of the Conseil
national supérieur des rapatriés (CNSR). This particular unifying attempt
was driven by Eugène Ibagnes of Union syndicale de défense des intérêts
des Français repliés d’Algérie (USDIFRA), an association noted for its
strong-arm tactics, murky connections to the far right and deep-seated
hostility to RECOURS and Roseau. It was no coincidence that the CNSR
emerged publicly at the height of RECOURS’ influence, but also at a
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point where opposition within the pied-noir community to Roseau’s
political lobbying tactics was mounting. In addition to the considerable
personal animosity between Ibagnes and Roseau, the rivalry between
USDIFRA and RECOURS was further accentuated by the broader political
context, which, since Chirac’s appointment as Prime Minister, had been
growing increasingly favorable towards the pied-noir community and to
their reading of the Franco-Algerian past. This considerably raised the
stakes in terms of which associations or individuals could claim to speak
on behalf of the community and thus secure the ear of the newly atten-
tive state, particularly with the fast approaching thirtieth anniversary of
the end of the War of Independence.

Relationships, rivalries and RECOURS

In light of this animosity, in June 1991, when Roseau appeared on an
episode of the weekly television show Ciel, mon mardi! alongside Roland
Di Costanzo of USDIFRA, it was reasonable to assume that sparks might
fly between the two men, especially as the host, Christian Dechavanne,
had a reputation for putting together panels comprising guests unlikely
to see eye to eye. Indeed, joining various pied-noir figures that day,
including the author Robert Castel and Bernard Coll of JPN, was Arlette
Laguiller of the Trotskyiste Lutte ouvrière party, an organization with
a very different understanding of colonialism to the one normally
advanced by pied-noir associations.31 The presence of the Constantine-
born historian Benjamin Stora, something of a bête noire within the
pied-noir community given his critical stance toward the French colonial
past and left-wing political leanings, added further potential frisson to
the line-up. However, what actually unfolded during the episode and in
the following months was more complex, providing a useful encapsula-
tion of the conflict within the pied-noir associational movement between
the rhetorical imperative to unify and the actual state of tension and
competition that existed between different groups.

The Ciel, mon mardi! broadcast began amidst an atmosphere of bon-
homie. To enthusiastic applause from the audience, Dechavanne was
presented with a series of pied-noir gifts including a badge, a t-shirt, a
copy of the magazine Pieds-noirs d’hier et d’aujourd’hui, which, Roseau
informed viewers, all rapatriés should read, and a bottle of anisette.
As Coll assured the host, the assembled were ‘true Pieds-Noirs’ who
had known each other for a long time.32 This friendly atmosphere was
not, however, to last. The tone of the program changed radically as Di
Costanzo took possession of the microphone on behalf of USDIFRA and
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embarked upon an impassioned denunciation of a variety of figures
connected to the pied-noir community.

Beginning by asserting that USDIFRA was the only organization to
defend Pieds-Noirs of all backgrounds and convictions, he went on to
outline the association’s demands which included the rehabilitation of
the memory of those who defended the Algérie française cause – a coded
reference to the OAS – recognition for Pieds-Noirs and harkis killed dur-
ing the Algerian War, and the defense of the moral and material interests
of both communities. Di Costanzo then turned his attention to Maurice
Benassayag, the incumbent Minister for Rapatriés, who had been due
to appear on the program, but who had had to cancel, it emerged,
due to family reasons. This explanation did not satisfy the increasingly
irate Di Costanzo who, in between attacking Benassayag for having ‘let
down’ and ‘misled’ the pied-noir population, repeatedly demanded that
Dechavanne bring him a phone so that he might call Benassayag and air
his grievances to him personally, although at no point did Di Costanzo
specify what these grievances were. Di Costanzo also found time to criti-
cize Roseau and RECOURS, accusing Roseau of selling out by cozying up
to a political elite that did not truly represent the interests of all Pieds-
Noirs; a swipe very much in keeping with the kind of hostile rhetoric
regularly proffered by USDIFRA and the CNSR.

As his speech progressed, Di Costanzo’s emotional state heightened.
Attempts by the other guests to calm or interrupt him were rebuffed
in an increasingly aggressive manner, including demands to ‘ferme ta
gueule!’ (‘shut your face!’). Amplifying the impact of Di Costanzo’s
increasingly incoherent rant was his considerable size and imposing
physical presence, especially as he was seated next to the small and
spry Coll over whom he towered menacingly. The fact that Dechavanne
had lost control of his own show was highlighted by the camera pan-
ning across at various points to reveal the host with his head in his
hands, while Stora looked on, first with bemusement and then with
scarcely concealed mirth, at this unforeseen turn of events. In the face
of Dechavanne’s passivity, it was the other pied-noir guests, particularly
the association representatives, Roseau and Coll, who stepped in.

Rather than disassociate themselves from the deeply embarrassing
spectacle unfolding before them and from the negative portrayal of their
community being shown to the viewing public, Roseau and Coll instead
sought to diffuse the situation by defending and justifying Di Costanzo’s
behavior. ‘Roland, we’re all friends’, Roseau repeatedly asserted as he
tried to point that out that that RECOURS’ lobbying strategy, although
not perfect, had at least brought some gains to the wider community.
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Coll similarly referred to Di Costanzo as ‘my friend’ several times dur-
ing his attempts to calm him. Furthermore, in seeking to explain the
‘anger’ of his co-panelist to the audience, Coll argued that this was the
product of a media that consistently ignored the pied-noir community,
leaving them with few opportunities to express their views, hence the
inevitable buildup and explosion of frustrations that they were all wit-
nessing. This point was supported by Roseau who described Di Costanzo
as someone who ‘sincerely expresses the suffering of a great part of the
[pied-noir] community’.33

After the Ciel, mon mardi! credits had rolled, the defense of Di
Costanzo carried on into the pages of Pieds-noirs d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,
the same magazine that had been given as a gift to Dechavanne at
the start of the program and a publication known for its close ties to
USDIFRA. In the double-page autopsy of the controversial broadcast,
Roseau and Coll maintained their supportive stance. Far from damag-
ing public perceptions of the Pieds-Noirs, they claimed that through his
‘moving and robust intervention’ their ‘friend’ Di Costanzo had enabled
the community to ‘give a stronger, united, and even more powerful
image of itself’.34 Epitomizing the principle of pied-noir unity through
their words and actions, Roseau and Coll put aside their own associa-
tion agendas and ambitions in order to rebuild the image of a unified
community after it had so spectacularly and publicly fallen apart.

Roseau was not to be accorded the same solidarity that he offered Di
Costanzo. In fact, the treatment of Roseau and RECOURS serves as a
clear exception to the supposed cardinal rule of downplaying tensions
and differences of opinion between associations. Instead, Roseau was
treated as a rogue element within the community who, it was deemed
by other associations, needed to be brought back into line. For exam-
ple, at the moment when Roseau’s tactical voting strategy first began
to pay off, ANFANOMA, the self-styled dominant pied-noir association
at the time, responded by denouncing what they saw as an obsession
with unity at any price, as well as the media frenzy surrounding the
newly ascendant RECOURS; and in October 1992, Pieds-noirs d’hier et
d’aujourd’hui ran a campaign asking readers to send in statements deny-
ing that Roseau represented their views in order, the magazine claimed,
to stop his ‘monopoly of speech’ which had ‘excessively politicized the
voice of the pieds-noirs’.35 Tied into these criticisms were accusations that
RECOURS was elitist and out of touch, simply a ‘personal tribune’ for
Roseau. Although allegations that association leaders were using their
positions to further their own careers rather than the interests of the
wider pied-noir community were not uncommon, the high profile of
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RECOURS and the close relationship Roseau enjoyed with a variety of
political figures gave an extra edge to these particular assertions.36

Reprimands of Roseau began in print, but ended in physical censure.
On 7 November 1991, while attending a conference in Nice, a group
of men beat and tried to strangle Roseau as he left the venue. Two
months previously, he had been the victim of a failed kidnap attempt
in Paris. It was widely believed that USDIFRA were behind both aggres-
sions. Taking these attacks seriously, Roseau requested protection from
the government, briefly employed a personal bodyguard and was also
rumored to carry a gun at all times.37 In spite of these protective mea-
sures, on 5 March 1993, Roseau was assassinated by three Pieds-Noirs,
all of whom were members of USDIFRA.38 The combination of Roseau’s
high profile – Chirac was only one of several major political figures to
offer their public condolences upon his death – and the dramatic cir-
cumstances of his murder focused media attention on the Pieds-Noirs in
an unprecedented way. The ensuing press coverage, which was partic-
ularly intense during the 1996 trial and conviction of the three killers,
placed the pied-noir community under a great deal of scrutiny, reveal-
ing in a highly public manner the deep-seated rivalries that associations
normally sought to keep hidden.

What was it that made Roseau such an exception to the rule of solidar-
ity? The overtly political tactics of RECOURS represented a clear break
with previous styles of pied-noir activism and, as such, challenged the
authority of established associations like ANFANOMA. RECOURS’ poli-
cies also proved controversial for certain Pieds-Noirs. In light of the
strong hatred of Charles de Gaulle, who most Pieds-Noirs blame for
abandoning French Algeria in 1962, RECOURS’ call to support former
Gaullist Jacques Chirac represented an unacceptable ideological com-
promise to many and a betrayal of the past. This was in spite of the clear
material benefits of this strategy which, in addition to a major compen-
sation law in 1987, included a new Secretary of State for Repatriates,
the cancellation of outstanding but frozen pied-noir debts, 500 million
francs worth of aid for the harkis, and the creation of a steering commit-
tee for an (ultimately unrealized) national memorial dedicated to the
‘civilizing work’ of the French overseas.39

Denounced for similar historical reasons was Roseau’s advocacy of
cooperation between the pied-noir community and the Algerian govern-
ment in order to aid development and combat the rise of Islamic funda-
mentalism. For Roseau, defending the interests of the displaced settlers
did not entail renouncing his attachment to the land from which they
had been exiled, nor his desire to see an independent Algeria prosper.
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Such opinions were not widely shared within the pied-noir community
who accused Roseau of being a ‘pro-Arab traitor’.40 This was a particular
issue for Roseau’s killers with one of them, Jean-Claude Lozano, stating
‘We reproached Roseau for his rapprochement with Algeria and the FLN
government, when I say “we”, I mean 85 percent of repatriates.’41

But more than this, it was the success of RECOURS and, by exten-
sion, of Roseau that aroused the ire of other pied-noir groups. By proving
that it was possible for the Pieds-Noirs to have an influential voice
and by embodying that voice in themselves, RECOURS attained a priv-
ileged status that many other groups coveted and resented anyone
else possessing. Timing and context were also important. Roseau was
assassinated at a moment when the pied-noir community was enjoy-
ing high levels of visibility. This was undoubtedly due, in part, to the
successes of Roseau and RECOURS in gaining the attention of key politi-
cians, notably Chirac, who proved particularly sympathetic to pied-noir
causes.

It was also connected to broader political and cultural processes,
namely the ‘return’ of the War of Independence to the public gaze,
particularly in the period surrounding the thirtieth anniversary of the
conflict in 1992.42 As the state became more willing to engage with
the war and its legacies, this helped legitimate and give greater promi-
nence to the campaigns of pied-noir associations, as well as those of
other activist groups connected to the war. In turn, this created ‘institu-
tional relays’ and ‘frameworks of memory’ that gave the narratives being
championed points of anchorage at the national level.43 This new situ-
ation provided opportunities for the various communities connected to
the war to make their voices heard nationally in ways that had not pre-
viously been possible. It seems no coincidence that the tensions within
the pied-noir community showed most visibly when the spotlight was
strongly upon them and the stakes, in terms of claiming part of the
newly opened up discursive space, were so high.

Conclusion

Over the course of the 1990s the situation with regard to both
the Algerian War and the pied-noir community changed considerably.
By 1993, Roseau was dead and, despite the ambitions of the CNSR
and others, no figurehead of his stature and influence has subsequently
emerged from within the pied-noir community. More significantly, the
focus of debates surrounding the Algerian War has evolved with issues
such as torture and the place of postcolonial minorities in France com-
ing to dominate the agenda. While the Pieds-Noirs have plenty to say
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on these subjects, they have found themselves forced to share platforms
with an increasingly diverse array of actors and, consequently, have seen
less attention devoted specifically to them.

The internal rivalries within the community and the competitions
for control over the way in which the past is represented have not
ceased, but it is now much harder to find traces of these within the
public realm. Although the lack of quantitative data makes it difficult
to give precise figures, evidence within pied-noir association publica-
tions suggests that age and infirmity have taken a considerable toll on
activists in recent years.44 This, in combination with a general failure
to engage subsequent generations in pied-noir culture and causes, has
occasioned much debate regarding how to halt the decline in member-
ship that has affected all the major associations and led to the closure
of many smaller bodies. In 2010, for example, the editors of Pieds-noirs
d’hier et d’aujourd’hui attributed their ongoing trouble securing suffi-
cient subscription renewals to the ‘the departure of our friends, in every
increasing numbers alas, to the pied-noir paradise’; by October 2011, the
magazine claimed it had lost more than 500 readers.45

Mirroring the German case, those activists still going are the ones who
hold increasingly radical views that are considerably out of step with
mainstream opinions and discourse. As a result, a defensive siege men-
tality has developed among activists who see themselves as one of the
last bastions against a rising tide of leftist-inspired political correctness
that is driving a destructive discourse of ‘repentance’ over France’s colo-
nial past.46 Consequently, the perception of a unified, albeit diminishing
community, has been reinforced by the fact that remaining pied-noir
activists and associations have largely been visible in the context of vig-
orously contesting external events and discourses that cast aspersions on
their own community or on France’s colonial past. For example, defend-
ing the military in the wake of the 2000 Le Monde torture controversy;
protesting the 2001 decision by Mayor of Paris, Bertrand Delanoë, to
commemorate 17 October 1961; or their campaigns to protect Article
Four of the controversial 23 February 2005 law which stipulated that
schools teach the ‘positive’ aspects of French colonialism, particularly
in North Africa.

As the history and memory of the Algerian War and of French
colonialism in the public space has become increasingly plural, Pieds-
Noirs and the associations who still seek to represent them have found
sufficient incentives and occasions to adhere to their precepts concern-
ing the importance of projecting unity. This has helped to ensure that
the management of internal divisions and disagreements are once more
relegated to the private realm.
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The Political Integration of the
Expellees in Postwar West Germany
Frank Bösch

The political integration of German expellees from former eastern ter-
ritories and those annexed during the war seems to have been a
success. Many contemporary observers had expected a political radi-
calization of these 12 million expellees after 1945. It was feared that
they would turn to communist or populist right-wing parties. The
founding of their own party, the ‘League of Expellees and Disenfran-
chised’ (Block der Heimatvertriebenen und Entrechteten (BHE)), and
its rapid success at many regional elections suggested that their inte-
gration would be difficult. But the BHE was voted into the Bundestag
only once, in 1953, and rapidly lost importance. It seems therefore
that the ruling Christian Democrats successfully managed to integrate
the expellees in German politics. The leading figures in the League
of Expelled Germans (Bund der vertriebenen Deutschen (BvD)) were
almost always Christian Democratic politicians, and the expellee orga-
nizations (Vertriebenenverbände) were thought to have close ties to the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU).

The general conclusion among historians is that this successful inte-
gration was mainly due to the anti-communist consensus of the 1950s,
to the successful policies of Adenauer’s government on the whole,
including the ‘Economic Miracle’ (Wirtschaftswunder), and to the sup-
port shown by Christian Democrats for expellees’ demands. Additional
factors promoting integration were the financial compensation or ‘bur-
den sharing’ (Lastenausgleich) policy of 1952 and the CDU’s resistance to
the Ostpolitik of Social Democrats. The Social Democratic Party (SPD) is
seen by many as having ignored the plight of expellees, addressing it, if
at all, only during election campaigns. Thus, a recent study on expulsion
argues that only during a 1999 speech by Minister of the Interior Otto
Schily did a ‘late realization’ emerge that the political left had ignored
the plight of expellees.1

153
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This chapter offers a different interpretation. First, it will argue that
the political integration of the expellees was – similar to the political
integration of the repatriates in France – a protracted and ambiva-
lent process. Though the feared radicalization did not materialize,
political integration was slow in coming. It was the result of a con-
junction of successful interest-driven politics and a marginalization
of expellees. Second, it will show that expellees’ integration in the
Christian Democratic/Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU) was no nat-
ural and inevitable process but a long and arduous road, involving a
strategic struggle with the expellee organizations. The third hypoth-
esis is that in many regions the political integration of expellees at
the grass-roots level developed even faster within the SPD. This ini-
tially close relationship between Social Democrats and expellees has
often been overlooked due to the close ties between leading Christian
Democrats and representatives of expellee organizations that developed
starting in the 1970s.2 This chapter does not focus on legislation, but on
the social and party history of expellees’ political participation. It also
attempts to link regional and national perspectives. A new research
perspective is gained by looking at the parties themselves, in contrast
to previous research with its focus on political agitation by expellee
organizations.3

The formative power of religious denomination: expellees
and political parties in the postwar period

All parties experienced a rapid growth in membership in the first years
after the war. The newly founded CDU, often referred to as the party
of notables, grew by leaps and bounds. The initial postwar years can be
described as a period in which expellees made a great effort to become
politically integrated but were indirectly marginalized. One important,
though indirect, stimulus came in 1945, when the Allies permitted only
four parties in the first postwar elections: the Social Democrats (SPD),
the Christian Democrats (CDU; CSU in Bavaria), the Liberals (FDP), and
the Communists (KPD). Thus, expellees had no opportunity to found
their own party, their only option being to join one of the four classic
ideological parties. Their chances of integrating through these newly
founded or refounded parties did in fact seem promising. Joining one of
them could promote career advancement, but also lent them a voice in
the administration of refugees. Refugee committees were formed in the
state administration with proportional representation for each of the
political parties.4
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It is remarkable, however, how few expellees joined the CDU/CSU.
Their proportional membership in the Catholic parts of Germany was
exceptionally low. One reason for this was the CDU/CSU’s being well
connected in Catholic circles and among traditional Catholic elites,
which were not particularly welcoming to newcomers. The influence
of religion in political culture is obvious here. With the exception
of Silesians, most of those expelled from the East were Protestants.
Expellees were therefore excluded whenever the CDU drew on political
Catholicism, reactivating denominational prejudices.

In more Catholic states such as North Rhine–Westphalia and
Rhineland–Palatinate, or in Catholic regions such as southern Baden
or southern Oldenburg, the CDU was clearly the party of the locals.
Thus, for instance, only 1.5 percent of members in the Rhineland
chapter of the CDU were ‘refugees’.5 The same went for the CSU in
Catholic Bavaria. In 1950, expellees made up 23 percent of the popu-
lation there, but only 8.6 percent of CSU members.6 Whereas the CSU
later became an advocate of expellees, in the immediate postwar years
it barely addressed their concerns politically or nominated expellees for
party positions and political offices.7 In Catholic regions, the Christian
Democrats tended to draw on the traditions and pre-existing structures
of the Center Party, which meant that they had a firm base not long after
the party’s founding. The CDU/CSU had recourse not only to members
but also to politicians from the Weimar period, reinforcing the status of
expellees as political outsiders. Only church-affiliated Catholic refugees
had relatively good chances of gradually gaining access to the CDU.

Protestant expellees in Catholic regions reactivated long-standing
denominational prejudices, further diminishing their chances of inte-
gration in the CDU. In Rhineland–Palatinate, for example, later CDU
Minister-President Peter Altmeier asked that the military government
stop the flow of refugees, as ‘the Catholic character of Rhineland is being
strongly diluted by the influx of mostly Protestant eastern Germans’. His
CDU district administrators likewise conjured up the danger of ‘foreign
infiltration [Überfremdung] through the influx of people of a wholly alien
stock and nature [stammes- und wesensfremd]’.8

Integration took a different form in Protestant regions. In states
such as Schleswig–Holstein and parts of Lower Saxony and Hesse, the
CDU was much stronger in adopting the role of a party of refugees.
Memoirs, membership lists, and annual reports from individual dis-
trict associations indicate rather clearly that often more than half of
CDU members were refugees.9 Several CDU district associations in
Schleswig–Holstein reported that about two-thirds of their members
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were refugees.10 In isolated cases, CDU district associations, especially
those near the inner-German border, were run exclusively by expellees.
The Soltau district association, for instance, reported that it was ‘com-
prised of up to 90 percent refugees’,11 and in many cities in northern
Lower Saxony the local CDU developed directly out of an expellee
interest group.12

How did this happen? First, not only refugees were outsiders here,
but the CDU as a party as well. The local Protestant population had
little sympathy for the CDU at that time, since the party seemed to
be ‘too Catholic’ for them.13 The locals in Protestant regions of Baden–
Württemberg and Hesse preferred the liberal FDP, and in Lower Saxony
they tended to join and vote for the Lower Saxony Regional Party
(Niedersächsische Landespartei), renamed the German Party (Deutsche
Partei (DP)) in 1947. Since expellees from Silesia were often the only
Catholics in these regions, it was only natural that they acted as
founders of the local chapters of the Catholic CDU. Second, the CDU
was a new and weak party with few members, which made it easier
for refugees to ‘infiltrate’ it on behalf of their interests. Third, even in
Protestant regions the churches were the most important party-affiliated
grass-roots organizations of the CDU. Compared to the small-business
and agricultural organizations which the FDP and the DP recruited from,
the church milieu was the most likely to offer an open structure for
newcomers to participate in the political process.

In this respect, expellees helped the CDU at an early stage to gain
a broad membership base in Protestant regions and bolster its claim
to be a ‘people’s party’ (Volkspartei). Expellees often formed the bridge-
head for subsequent expansion of the CDU. The fact that many of the
expellees in rural Protestant northern Germany came from conservative,
tradition-rich East Elbia facilitated their integration in the CDU. For one
thing, they often retained their political world views, despite their loss
of status and material welfare. For another, the loss of their homeland,
with the blame placed squarely on the Soviet Union, only strengthened
their anti-socialist views.

That said, the expellees were a problematic base for the CDU. Their
low prestige and their lack of integration in the world of local organiza-
tions often made expellees seem unsuitable for party work, especially if
they were Catholic. In other words, refugees reinforced the outsider sta-
tus of the CDU. The relatively high fluctuation of refugees meant that
local chapters were hard to establish. Moreover, refugee members, who
were hardly in a position to pay membership dues or make donations,
posed a constant financial problem to district associations.
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On the other hand, expellees in rural Catholic areas in particular
tended to join the Social Democratic Party (SPD). An estimated 100,000
did so.14 Remarkably, the Social Democrats did not keep statistics on
which of their members were expellees, apparently to avoid dividing
their members into two different classes.15 Refugees were a welcome
reinforcement for the SPD, which had a weak base in these areas.
This was especially true of Catholic states with many refugees, such
as Bavaria. What’s more, many expellees in these areas could bring
to bear their political experience from Sudeten German social democ-
racy.16 By the end of 1946, the SPD had already founded 151 refugee
committees and had an estimated 35,000 refugees as members.17 Tradi-
tional Social Democratic elites, however, still occupied the key positions.
Nevertheless, one expellee, Richard Reitzner, became Bavaria’s party
chairman in 1947, and nine out of sixty-three SPD delegates were
expellees in the state elections of 1950, whereas the CSU had only two.18

These results helped the Social Democrats on their way to becoming a
major party, a people’s party, while promoting integration. Yet they also
imply the marginalization of expellees because of their commitment to
a social democracy whose influence was minimal in rural areas.

Expellees likewise played a visible role in the SPD in many Protestant
regions. Refugees were prominent in Schleswig–Holstein’s SPD in the
North, prompting some locals to take it for a refugee party, even though
refugees were soon dissatisfied by the measures taken by the first Social
Democratic state government there.19 The SPD became a ‘refugee party’
in many parts of Lower Saxony, too, the conservative rural population
there shunning it just like the CDU, similarly perceiving it as being ‘too
Catholic’.20

The integration of refugees went well in badly damaged cities like
Hamburg, where scarce housing had prompted the military government
to exempt the local population from taking in refugees. These cities
could essentially pick and choose the refugees they needed when allo-
cating jobs – usually young, skilled males, who were quick to adapt.21

This worked to the advantage of the SPD, a party already strong in urban
areas.

Though many contemporaries had expected the plight of refugees to
drive them into the arms of the communists, these fears turned out to
be unfounded. Rather, in contrast to the French repatriates, the Com-
munist Party (KPD) was the party least likely to have refugees as its
members. Kurt Müller, its deputy chairman in the western zone, was
head of the party’s refugee committee even though he was not an
expellee himself.22 Member data from 1951 show that only 0.3 percent
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of members claimed to belong to a refugee organization.23 The Red Army
and the GDR’s recognition of the new eastern border had evidently
discredited communism.

Agrarian reform in the Soviet Occupation Zone did little to change
this, despite providing land to many ’new citizens’, allowing them to
be self-sufficient. The impact of denominational structures could be felt
even in the first elections. Whereas local notables in the CDU entered
the municipal councils and state parliaments in Catholic areas, the party
had trouble even finding enough candidates in rural Protestant regions.
A conspicuous number of expellees took advantage of this vacuum and
ran as candidates for the CDU prior to 1949. In the postwar elections
of 1948, more than three-quarters of the candidates were refugees in
some northeastern rural districts of Lower Saxony. The conservative DP,
by contrast, was clearly a party of locals there.24 In other words, the rift
between a party of expellees and a party of locals existed even before
the founding of the expellee party BHE. Expellees voted for parties with
expellee members.25

The expellees most successful in rapidly building political careers
were the ones who had gained political experience in the Weimar
Republic and could now reactivate their former contacts in the West.
In Schleswig–Holstein, for example, the former Reich minister Hans
Schlange-Schöningen, a native Pomeranian, rallied like-minded aristo-
crats from East Elbia; formerly sympathetic to the now defunct German
National People’s Party (DNVP), they forged ties to displaced, and for
the most part, aristocratic CDU founders in the West. Günther Gereke,
a former DNVP representative, and Reich commissioner who had fled
from East Germany, became chairman of the CDU in Lower Saxony
and deputy minster-president shortly after joining the party.26 These
old, agrarian elites did not rise to power as the explicit advocates of
refugee interests but because of their considerable political experience.
That said, they were nonetheless important figureheads for addressing
expellees.

Outwardly, however, the CDU primarily endeavored to appeal to local
voters in the interest of winning a majority. In state parliamentary elec-
tions, expellees were generally put on the party list, whereas the more
publicity-oriented direct mandates were left to the locals, who had ties
to regional organizations. With regard to more delicate issues such as
land reform, the CDU likewise tended to support the local rural popula-
tion and uphold established property relations. Expellees who explicitly
defined themselves through the representation of their interests had
considerably worse career opportunities in the CDU and in ministerial
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positions. They were left for the most part with a niche area – the
Ministry for Expellees, Refugees and War Victims.

In an effort to nonetheless push through their agenda, expellees estab-
lished their own groups in the CDU – the refugee committees. There
were of course many alliances and subgroups within the people’s party
of the CDU, but none were as active as the refugee committees. They
continuously passed resolutions alluding to their plight, and demanded
rapid compensation as well as adequate representation in parliamentary
bodies. Linus Kather, chairman of the refugee committee in Schleswig–
Holstein, became their most adamant spokesman, and did not shy away
from conflict with fellow party members. It was clear even before the
first federal parliamentary election in 1949 that the majority of expellees
were not politically integrated; their status as social outsiders still evi-
dent within the political parties. In the first CDU/CSU parliamentary
group, only nine percent of representatives were expellees; in the SPD
the figure was just under ten percent.27

The exclusion of expellees and the rise of their party in the
early 1950s

The Adenauer era – the 1950s – marks a second period of political
integration for expellees. One major feature of this phase was the inde-
pendent political organization of expellees who were dissatisfied with
the amount of attention they were receiving from the existing political
parties. In particular their demand to nominate their own candidates
for election in proportion to their share of the population was not even
close to being fulfilled.28 Expellees began to make their presence felt
in the community by banding together into ‘emergency associations’
(Notgemeinschaften) with their own candidate lists or by running for elec-
tions as independent candidates in Germany’s first federal elections in
1949. They eventually founded their own party, the BHE, which quickly
gained popularity in the early 1950s.

In federal states close to the Soviet Occupation Zone, such as
Schleswig–Holstein, the BHE ultimately captured 23 percent of the vote,
four percent more than the CDU, and in Hesse even took 31 percent in
a coalition with the FDP, while the CDU had a mere 18.8 percent. More
than half of expellees opted for the new refugee party in these elec-
tions.29 In 1953 the expellee party was voted into the Bundestag and
the government coalition, and adopted the new name GB/BHE (GB for
Gesamtdeutscher Block) with the intention of underlining that it was
not only the party of refugees, but a nationalist party as well. Expellees’
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associations were established, becoming powerful lobbies. From this per-
spective, there was a clear difference to the Pieds-Noirs in France, who
did not have such a powerful political representation.30

The membership structure of the parties also changed completely
from 1949 on. Expellees began leaving the CDU in droves. In the case
of the SPD, 70 percent of those leaving were expellees.31 On the one
hand, expellees were following a general trend that began with the cur-
rency reform. The initial phase of opportunism had passed and few were
prepared to pay membership dues in hard currency, the new Deutsche
Mark (DM). As a consequence, the political representation of expellees
sank drastically in the CDU and SPD. Rising unemployment as of 1949
tended to affect refugees in particular, with the result that most of them
turned away from traditional parties. In a state such as Lower Saxony
with its many refugees, almost half of all jobless were expellees, a figure
that was even higher in agricultural areas. The CDU and SPD therefore
lost many voters in rural Protestant constituencies with a high number
of refugees, as the expellees in these regions usually voted for their inde-
pendent candidates, and sometimes for the radical right-wing Deutsche
Reichspartei (DRP).32

Moreover, Adenauer’s coalition policy was not very popular among
Christian Democratic expellee politicians. Adenauer’s policy called for
strict dissociation from the SPD. He wanted to form a close alliance with
all parties to the right of the SPD, merging with them in the long run.
As of 1950, he made sure that pre-election agreements were made and
coalitions formed in all federal states with the ‘anti-refugee’ FDP and DP.
Prominent refugees from the eastern territories and the GDR – such as
Schlange-Schöningen and Gereke – opposed this policy line and advo-
cated cooperating with the Social Democrats to win back the eastern
territories. Yet, subsequently, Adenauer managed to exclude them from
party leadership: Schlange-Schöningen became ambassador in London
and Gereke settled in the GDR. The new electoral blocs were dominated
instead by domestic politicians like Heinrich Hellwege who had closer
ties to the middle-class milieu, what was viewed as yet another negative
signal to expellees.33

At the same time, the SPD succeeded in better integrating expellees
in some federal states. The BHE remained relatively weak in North
Rhine–Westphalia, as integration was more successful in industrial areas,
at the workplace, and in trade unions than it was in the country-
side. Another reason for the BHE’s limited success seems to be the
organizational linkage of refugee committees. The SPD set the tone
in Lower Saxony, especially with its popular refugee minister, the
expellee pastor Heinrich Albertz. Moreover, in late May 1949, the SPD
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refugee committee presented a ‘Refugee Program for West Germany’ that
denounced the failure of German solidarity and demanded concrete
material aid from federal funds.34

The remaining refugee representatives in the CDU were strongly
opposed to incorporating the BHE. They argued that coalitions with
the refugee party would give them too much importance. At the same
time they realized that a coalition with the BHE would reduce their own
chances of being represented in the cabinet. Adenauer’s inclusion of BHE
politicians in his cabinet in 1953 only frustrated them more. Unlike
women and young people, refugees did not succeed – despite their vocal
protests – in getting ‘adequate’ consideration in party committees in the
federal statute of the CDU, formulated in 1950.

Adenauer’s domestic and foreign policies were not popular among
Christian Democratic expellees either. They suspected that his program
of integration with the West would neglect German reunification and
the aim of recovering the country’s lost eastern territories. Another
source of dissatisfaction was the much delayed Equalization of Burdens
Act – the redistribution of wealth to compensate for war-related losses.
Though originally linked to the currency reform, it was not passed
(despite protests) until 1952. Even after the law was passed, it was criti-
cized as insufficient not only by expellee organizations but by the CDU
expellee committees as well, which demanded the resignation of their
own expellee minister, Schütz.35

The success of the BHE expellee party put enormous pressure on
Adenauer’s government, the CDU/CSU, and the SPD to take the con-
cerns of refugees more seriously. The BHE became a much sought-after
partner in forming governments, and took advantage of its power.
It occupied key positions in the expellee ministries at the federal and
state levels.

A strong state party for expellees had ambivalent consequences, how-
ever. Politically, expellees became isolated in special interest groups.
They defined themselves as such in the political sphere. They were seen
as representatives of their own interests and not as an integral part of
society. Their low social prestige is evidenced by the fact that, although
expellees were elected to parliament relatively often, they were hardly if
ever promoted to leadership positions.36

Generous offers: integrating the BHE expellee party into
the CDU

So how did the CDU/CSU manage to integrate expellees politically?
It was not only the prospect of economic success and the socio-political
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benefits of the Christian Democratic politics, although these were very
important. Just as crucial were the CDU’s and CSU’s active endeavors to
win back expellees as voters and party members.

To this end they relied on an intensification of symbolic political
gestures and organizational efforts. In the early 1950s, all parties used
election posters depicting Germany with its 1937 borders, underlining
the fact that they supported efforts to reclaim former German territories,
and that expellees would be able to return to them. CDU party confer-
ences likewise reflected this aim. Its 1950 national conference took place
in Goslar, a border town near the Soviet Occupation Zone – a reminder
of the aim of German unity – and had flags of former German eastern
territories hanging at the event. In 1952, the conference was held in
Berlin, where Adenauer visited a refugee transit camp and caught the
eye of the media by handing out chocolates to children.37 And dur-
ing the 1953 election campaign Adenauer made an appearance at the
pilgrimage church in Werl, where 50,000 Silesians had gathered.

Political integration was supported by reforms within the party.
In fact, both the CDU and the SPD established special organizations
for expellees within their parties, such as the ‘Exile CDU’ for Christian
Democrats from the GDR, or the ‘Oder–Neisse State Association’ for
refugees from the East. Thus, though remaining a special interest group,
expellees were nonetheless able to be active in both major parties. A key
slogan of the Federation of Expellees, that the ‘right to the homeland
is a human right [Heimatrecht ist Menschenrecht]’, was picked up by both
parties. The struggle for the votes of expellees thus hindered the process
of reconciliation with neighboring countries to the east.38 Nevertheless,
by the 1950s the appeal to Heimatrecht hardly ever implied the demand
anymore to actually return to the eastern territories; it was more about a
symbolic recognition of the sense of belonging and the suffering arising
from the experience of expulsion, coupled with demands for material
compensation.39

Expellees were also integrated in the political administration in Bonn.
A survey from 1950 showed that a quarter of the officials in all federal
ministries were expellees, and even 32 percent of the salaried employees
there.40 Even though they were less present in leadership positions and
especially prominent in the Ministry for Expellees, this was nonethe-
less a confirmation of the extent to which expellees could play an
active role in Bonn politics. In 1966 expellees still made up a quar-
ter of the employees in federal ministries. The fact that such figures
were routinely recorded as statistics also points to the efforts made to
integrate them.
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Even more important was the integration policy pursued by the CDU
towards the BHE refugee party. The Christian Democrats tried to keep
the expellee party within its reach by making generous concessions.
Since the summer of 1952, talks had been underway in Bonn propos-
ing that BHE chairman Waldemar Kraft should serve as ‘federal minister
for expellee affairs’ in an effort to steer the BHE towards the CDU at
the federal and state levels.41 Adenauer managed to override inner-party
opposition after the federal elections of 1953 and include the BHE in
his government coalition, awarding it two cabinet positions. He was
well aware that both BHE ministers, Oberländer and Kraft, had a Nazi
past.42 By outsourcing its authority in expellee affairs to a small coalition
partner, however, the CDU effectively deprived the BHE of its ability to
distinguish itself as an independent protest party.

Just two years later this strategy paid off on the federal level. Kraft
and Oberländer, through their ministerial posts, had become so loyal
to Adenauer that they voted against their own party in the controversy
over the Saar Statute, firmly backing Adenauer’s position. They left the
BHE in July 1955 together with seven other Bundestag members. The
deciding factor here was probably the long-term career opportunities
available to them in the CDU.43

The BHE expellee party had thus lost its most prominent politicians.
Their move to the CDU was to be an example not only for BHE mem-
bers but for its sympathizers as well. Once in the CDU, the defectors
took over expellee work, published their own information bulletins, and
provided contacts to CDU headquarters for promoting the merger of
the two parties. Former BHE chairman Theodor Oberländer remained in
power as expellee minister for the CDU until 1960, before being forced
to resign because of his previous Nazi association.

The CDU proceeded in like manner in certain federal states.
In Schleswig–Holstein, CDU Minister-President von Hassel managed to
persuade individual state parliament members and ultimately both BHE
ministers Schaefer and Ohnesorge to defect to the CDU. They also were
taken on as CDU ministers after the 1958 elections, serving as sym-
bolic figures for the integration of the ‘expelled and disenfranchised’.
In Baden–Württemberg, too, the strategy of keeping the BHE in the gov-
ernment even though it wasn’t needed to build a majority paid off for
the Christian Democrats. In 1960 they negotiated the transfer of large
parts of the BHE to the CDU. Good positions on the party list and
promising electoral districts for BHE politicians, as well as the contin-
uation of certain expellee lists at the local level were guaranteed as a
condition of changing parties.44 It was likewise thanks to Adenauer’s
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insistence that the BHE was treated just as graciously in Lower Saxony,
ensuring their involvement in forming the government there in 1955.45

Four years later the CDU failed to form a government in Lower Saxony.
The SPD had offered more generous conditions to the GB/BHE with the
aim of forming a government, prompting many BHE members to join
the Social Democrats.

Ultimately the political integration of BHE politicians at the federal
and state level was furthered through financial incentives. In the 1950s
the non-socialist parties rarely financed themselves through member
fees and state funding but almost exclusively through donations from
business and industry, distributed by so-called ‘supporting agencies’
(Fördergesellschaften). The GB/BHE had received this donation money
since 1953, too, albeit under the condition that it did not collaborate
with the Social Democrats. Apart from these regular payments to the
party’s federal organization, state politicians received special payments
for agreeing to cooperate with the CDU. The BHE state chairman in
Schleswig–Holstein, Asbach, for instance, was offered DM60,000 a year
if he agreed to stick to the policy of CDU coalition.46 GB/BHE politicians
took such money, but held fast to their opportunist position.

Asbach threatened in 1958, before state parliamentary elections in
Schleswig–Holstein: ‘If the CDU does not fulfill its promise to him before
the elections, and the BDI [Federation of German Industries] abstains
from supporting the BHE financially in Schleswig–Holstein, he says he
will seek a coalition with the SPD after the Landtag [state parliamen-
tary] elections.’47 The BHE proved to be just as venal in Lower Saxony,
where it formed a government coalition with the SPD as late as 1954.
In informal talks its state chairman, Kessel, said ‘that if the BHE got
money he would be prepared to promptly cooperate in the rightist bloc
yet to be founded and would also vote for an amendment to electoral
law’.48

The four non-socialist parties (CDU, FDP, DP, GB/BHE) did in fact team
up the following year, achieving a change of government in Hanover in
1955. As in the negotiations over ministerial posts, the BHE proved to
be a special interest party on issues of self-financing as well, ultimately
going for the highest bidder. These financial concessions were effectively
one more way of turning the expellee party into a hanger-on of the CDU
with less and less of an independent profile. In this manner the BHE
was gradually divided at the federal, state, and local levels, in essence
becoming a right-wing splinter group supporting former Nazis.49

The Social Democrats had no positions to offer in the federal govern-
ment, but they did have some in the federal parliament, the Bundestag.
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They too offered career opportunities to expellees in this context. Apart
from the BHE, the party with the biggest share of expellees was the SPD.
Between 12 and 17 percent of its delegates originated from the eastern
territories.50 It even had a special working group for expellees within
its parliamentary group. Even during the Brandt administration, when
the CDU/CSU was fighting against the Ostpolitik treaties, the SPD had
the highest number of delegates with an expellee background. Of cru-
cial importance, however, is that these politicians did not primarily
define themselves as expellees, and hardly ever referred to themselves
as such in their political speeches. Rather, they tended to see themselves
as Social Democrats and as advocates of social rights. This would sup-
port the notion that integration had been visibly achieved here. The
‘collective special awareness’, much emphasized in a more recent study
by Wolfgang Fischer with regard to expellees in the Bundestag, seems
to be limited here. The expellees in the Bundestag did not develop a
shared, party-wide awareness of their role as expellees.51

It is therefore very difficult to determine who should be labeled
an expellee. Many prominent Social Democratic politicians, including
the SPD first postwar leader Kurt Schumacher, grew up in East Prussia
but had been involved in Berlin politics even before their expulsion.
Other expellee politicians, by contrast, such as BHE and CDU politician
Theodor Oberländer, grew up in western or central Germany and came
to the eastern territories only because of their Nazi careers. Being an
expellee thus meant being very adaptable and increasingly indistinct.
There was the expectation, however, that minister positions in expellee
political organizations should be exclusively occupied by expellees. Yet
expellees and their organizations lost hold of this office in the late 1960s.
This change went hand in hand with a professionalization of politics in
general, which limited the opportunities for leading lobbyists to attain
the position of federal minister.

The political integration of expellee organizations

The integration of expellees as CDU party members was only partly
successful. By the mid-1970s, only five percent were expellees.52 The
incorporation of the BHE with the CDU helped win back many expellees
in rural Protestant regions who had previously belonged to the CDU dur-
ing the years of occupation, but expellees in Catholic regions were still
clearly under-represented, comprising just one or two per cent of the
membership. An intact Catholic milieu effectively barred newcomers
from joining the CDU. In Protestant regions such as Schleswig–Holstein
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and Hanover, by contrast, about 10 to 15 percent of the members in
CDU state organizations were expellees in the 1960s.

Compared to their earlier involvement and their share of the popu-
lation, however, even these figures are low, so that one can speak of an
increasing political disinterest among expellees. Once the equalization
of burdens and full employment had given them initial, albeit modest,
access to the benefits of the economic miracle, most of them steered
clear of politics. Their nationwide membership in the CDU in the mid-
1960s – when the first reliable statistics of this sort became available –
was a mere six percent, even though they made up 15 percent of the
population.

A key component of their integration was therefore surely the merg-
ing of various expellee organizations. Trade unions, affiliated with the
Social Democrats, were a better stepping stone than the world of bour-
geois associations and institutions, which acted as an interface to the
CDU in rural areas. Trade unions offered expellees in the Ruhr area
a path to social democracy, giving the latter a lease on life, whereas
the ostensibly apolitical board positions in rifle associations, fire depart-
ments, tennis clubs, and church groups remained off limits to expellees.
This exclusion from the local establishment might be one reason why
many expellees in rural areas had little contact with the CDU for so
many years.53

The CDU thus bolstered its efforts to win leading individuals in close
consultation with expellee organizations. When the first expellee min-
ister, Hans Lukaschek, lost the confidence of expellee organizations,
Adenauer asked them to recommend a suitable successor.54 They chose
Theodor Oberländer, a man heavily incriminated by his Nazi past. The
CDU henceforth left the relevant department to be run by represen-
tatives of the interest group itself, hoping to bring more members of
the expellee organizations into the CDU. Expellee organizations also
received millions of DMs from the government to politically integrate
them. The BdV alone received DM15.5 million in 1957–9 in an effort to
buy its good will.55

The Social Democrats actively courted expellees in the 1960s, just like
the CDU, and Social Democrats were still represented on the executive
boards of some expellee associations. East Prussian Reinhold Rehs was
speaker of the East Prussia homeland society and the first and only
Social Democrat to serve as chairman of the Federation of Expellees
(1967–70).56 The voting behavior of expellees reflected this situation.
Expellee organizations throughout Germany had adherents of social
democracy in their ranks, which is why it would be wrong to assert that
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they unilaterally supported the CDU by the early 1960s. Not until the
Social–Liberal government of 1969 were representatives of the expellee
organizations pressured to leave the SPD and join the CDU.

As of the 1960s, the SPD launched its own campaign to win the votes
of expellees. It competed with the CDU/CSU to be the BHE’s succes-
sor, engaged a prominent expellee, Wenzel Jaksch, in Brandt’s election
campaign, and sought closer contacts to the Federation of Expellees.57

Its party conference of 1964 took place, quite demonstrably, against the
backdrop of a map of Germany depicting the borders of 1937, under the
motto ‘Heritage and Mission’ (Erbe und Auftrag). As of the mid-1960s,
however, the SPD and FDP increasingly began to support a policy of
reconciliation with Germany’s eastern neighbors, while the CDU/CSU
continued to back the demands of expellee organizations.58 Demands to
return to the country’s 1937 borders were dwindling among the general
population. But expellee organizations stayed their course, leading to
an estrangement between organized expellees and the SPD as of 1966.
By 1969, with formation of a new government, there was no mistaking
the policy shift of the SPD. The Federal Ministry for Displaced Persons,
Refugees and War Victims was abolished and integrated mainly into the
Federal Interior Ministry. This was tantamount to a declaration that the
institutional integration of expellees had been completed, and redefined
relations with the GDR.

The CDU/CSU, which fashioned its rejection of the social–liberal
Ostpolitik as an either/or issue, could now become the representative of
organized expellees. The Christian Democrats called Ostpolitik ‘betrayal’.
They came close to an absolute majority in the Bundestag, as expellee
representatives (such as Herbert Hupka) defected from the FDP and SPD
parliamentary group to the CDU in protest against Ostpolitik. A similar
pattern was discernable among voters. Particularly in rural Protestant
constituencies with a high share of refugees the CDU now received all-
time highs of around fifty percent.59 At the same time, however, the
question arose as to whether the policy of the CDU was productive in
the long run. It did not help them win a majority, having lost the votes
of the younger generation. The party’s rejection of Ostpolitik had also
cost it its liberal coalition partner, which otherwise had little in com-
mon with the Social Democrats. The fact that the CDU continued the
social–liberal policy of Ostpolitik under Kohl’s new government in 1982
no longer did the party any harm. By this time the social and, above all,
political integration of expellees had progressed to such an extent that
party loyalties could no longer be influenced by the now rather anemic
protests of expellee organizations.
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Conclusions

Expellees were politically active from early on. Similar to the Pieds-
Noirs in France, there was the perception of a specific (right-wing)
voting tendency of the German expellees, but the issues were much
more complicated.60 In the immediate postwar years, they tended to
join the parties without much of a local tradition, thus limiting their
integration. Expellees had a strong presence in the SPD and CDU in
the first postwar years wherever these parties tended to play the role of
an outsider. Religious denomination proved to be an important factor.
Protestant expellees, in particular, had little or no access to the CDU
in Catholic areas and therefore often joined the SPD. Conversely, the
CDU was the party of refugees in rural Protestant regions of the North,
because locals viewed the SPD with suspicion and perceived them as
being too Catholic. In 1949, expellees left the ‘people’s parties’ – the
CDU/CSU and SPD – in droves and supported, mostly as voters, their
newly founded own special interest party, the BHE. Instead of organiz-
ing themselves in political parties, they did so in expellee organizations.
In the 1950s their persistently interest-driven politics were successful
precisely because they did not commit themselves to one major party.
At the same time this impeded their integration, underscoring their
interests as expellees and not as ordinary Germans.

The political integration of these active expellees in the BHE and
expellee organizations was not just due to the ‘Economic Miracle’.
The CDU had many successful strategies for integrating BHE leaders.
It offered positions as ministers, generous coalition deals with their
party, and funding to steer their political aims. And it long fueled unreal-
istic expectations regarding the eastern territories to avoid conflict with
expellee organizations.61

While many leading expellee politicians returned to the CDU, it seems
that their commitment to the party as of the 1970s limited their influ-
ence. The SPD was successful in promoting the political integration of
expellees, too. In the 1960s it became a party in which they could be
active, without referring to themselves as expellees. This, more than
anything, was evidence of increasing political integration.
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The Pieds-Noirs and French
Political Life, 1962–2015
Eric Savarese

In the period 1961–2, as Algeria was moving towards independence,
almost a million Pieds-Noirs left the country for metropolitan France.
The swiftness of this migration process1 led the authorities to take
emergency measures for the integration of Algeria’s former French popu-
lation.2 The imperative need for ‘metropolitanization’ of the Pieds-Noirs
also brought with it new administrative classification procedures: until
the legislation of 26 December 1961, ‘repatriation’ was defined under
French law as ‘return to one’s country of origin’; subsequently it was
interpreted as concerning ‘all French people forced, as the result of
political events, to leave territories formerly under French sovereignty’.3

With the advent of independence, then, repatriation became a tool for
dealing with the consequences of the colonial question. As a response
to the political circumstances of the time, this legal reinterpretation of
repatriation can be seen as something purely artificial. Nonetheless it
had indisputable effects in practice: it enabled exact designation of those
potentially eligible for help in moving to France, while the pied-noir cat-
egory had no legal existence as such,4 being associated rather with the
‘colonial situation’ and Algerian independence.5

Algeria’s French residents only became Pieds-Noirs when they left the
colony for the metropole, that is when they were legally reclassified
as ‘repatriates’; thus the negotiation of their place in French society
acknowledged a role in the nation’s political life. My intention here
is to address the process of politicization6 of the Pieds-Noirs in the
light of the situation created by their relocation to metropolitan France.
This involves, firstly, defining the contribution of community associa-
tion activists to the group’s integration;7 and secondly, examining in
detail the different forms of electoral participation observed within the
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group. This will enable a focus on the extent to which French political
life has been partially reconfigured by the ‘invention’ of the Pieds-Noirs.

The invention of the Pieds-Noirs as an outcome of political
mobilization

France’s move into Algeria in 1830 was immediately followed by a decree
dividing the population into two parts: Europeans (either French by
virtue of the Napoleonic Code’s birthright, or foreigners) and natives
(Jews and Muslims). Given that the Jews were declared French en masse
in 1870, that up until World War I non-French Europeans were grad-
ually naturalized, and that Muslims were assigned permanent status as
non-citizen French subjects,8 there were two principal categories in colo-
nial Algeria from the late nineteenth century onwards. The first was that
of ‘French citizens’, a composite category embracing those who already
held French nationality when they arrived in Algeria and those who
were granted it over time: the Jews – longtime pre-colonial residents –
and the other Europeans who had helped populate the colony. The sec-
ond was that of ‘non-citizen French subjects’, holders of ‘nationality
on paper’: until the war came along Algeria’s Muslims remained French
nationals without the rights associated with citizenship, in spite of the
fact that they paid taxes and contributed substantially to the ‘blood tax’
in the course of two world wars.

Algerian independence brought the emergence of the Pieds-Noirs
and their subsequent incorporation into French society and politics.
Their definition hinged on two criteria:9 the first was the legal one of
repatriation, which enabled the distinction between the French from
Algeria who left the former colony, and the very small number – the
famous Pieds-Verts – who chose to remain.10 But repatriation on its own
was not enough: harkis – Algerians who had fought on the French side
during the Algerian War – were also among the repatriates, but this did
not make them Pieds-Noirs. The upshot was a second criterion: that of
one’s status in the former colony where French citizens and non-citizen
French subjects had long lived side by side. Thus ‘former French citizens
of the colony of Algeria’, repatriated with the coming of independence,
could objectively be considered Pieds-Noirs.

Nonetheless the presence from 1962 onwards of a million Pieds-Noirs
in the metropole did not mean the existence of a specific group of indi-
viduals. Nor could the pied-noir category be totally objectivized: certain
individuals theoretically not falling within the proposed definition –
for example, Spanish Republicans who had taken refuge in Algeria after
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the civil war of 1936, and had come to France in 1961–2 – considered
themselves Pieds-Noirs while objectively remaining outside this cate-
gory if they were foreign nationals, that is to say if they had not been
nationalized in Algeria. In other words, the socio-historical definition of
Pieds-Noirs put forward here is crucial to demarcating a specific group;
at the same time this does not entail abandoning attempts at explaining
different pied-noir political trajectories and behaviors.

Appraisal of the incorporation of Pieds-Noirs into French political
life – given the difficulty of establishing a political party dedicated to
their cause – first of all calls for close examination of the forms of par-
ticipation adopted, notably within pied-noir and repatriate community
associations. The creation in 1999 of the Parti des Pieds-Noirs (PPN),
which claimed the community’s right to a political voice, occurred
much later than in the case of the expellees in West Germany.11 Further-
more, the PPN failed to make any electoral impact, even in the cities and
towns of Southern France with large pied-noir populations. PPN lead-
ers worked hard at finding places on existing electoral tickets, putting
the emphasis – unsuccessfully, as it turned out – on a pro-European
stance: they saw the French republican model’s recognition of individ-
ual rights as less favorable to the party’s advancement than a Europe
more concerned with minority rights.

It was, then, mainly through community associations that the Pieds-
Noirs – and other groups – played a part in revitalizing forms of political
participation.12 Their initial claims were largely practical, bearing on
indemnities for property left behind in Algeria and amnesties for for-
mer Algérie française activists involved in the conflict. However, it was
their successful economic and social integration in a context of strong
economic growth and a dynamic labor market that partially explained
the emergence of fresh claims.13 One notable example was the founding
in 1973 of the Cercle Algérianiste, whose goal from the outset was ‘to
save an endangered culture’. The upshot was that, given the presence
in France of groups of individuals with specific experiences of colonial
history and the Algerian War, psychological wounds gradually began to
find expression as remembrance issues.14

If, as Maurice Halbwachs15 has stressed, collective memories are
accounts of individual – and rational – processes of memory-situation
rooted in collectively shaped mindsets, it is readily understandable
firstly, that memories, like forgetting, vary from Pieds-Noirs to war
veterans, harkis, conscripts, and immigrants; and secondly, that remem-
brance issues can be many and varied within each group, according
to individual trajectories before and during the conflict, and to any
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‘traumas’ suffered.16 To cite one example, the Association nationale
des Pieds Noirs progressistes et leurs amis (National Association of Pro-
gressive Pieds-Noirs and their Friends (ANPNPA)), like the Harkis et
Droits de l’Homme (Harkis and Human Rights) association, opposed
the legislation of 23 February 2005 and its proviso that ‘school cur-
ricula acknowledge the positive role of France’s overseas presence’,17

while many pied-noir, harki and repatriate associations have actively sup-
ported this rehabilitation of a ‘colonial achievement’ consonant with
the narratives of the Third Republic.18

The existence of these pressure groups, however, is not enough to
turn a million people into a classificatory or circumstantial group: the
fewer than ten percent of Pieds-Noirs active in repatriate associations19

do not justify an assumption of influence, and the wealth of litera-
ture of exile makes it clear that opinions on the subject are markedly
divided. How are we to compare Jean Brune, whose writings exemplify
the internalization of a ‘colonial imaginary’, the development of a racist
standpoint, and political commitment to the Organization of the Secret
Army (OAS), with Marie Cardinal, who condemns the colonial discrim-
ination credo in Algeria. To postulate a specifically pied-noir memory,
vote, or identity is thus to contribute – like the spokesmen involved
in the memory wars waged over French Algeria – to the conversion
of a memory shaped by minority associations into that of a million
Pieds-Noirs; to transform a tendentious militant discourse into an ana-
lytical category, and so help shape the fiction of an organized, politically
influential faction.

It remains the case, however, that while the invention of the Pieds-
Noirs can be put down in part to a politicization of community
association activists, their mobilization has continued, despite all the
subsequent measures: the amnesties of 1968 and 1981, the indemnity
laws of 1970, 1978, 1982, and 1987, the creation of various local muse-
ums and monuments,20 and more recently the ‘Memory Act’ of 2005 –
even if that highly controversial Article 4 concerning the ‘positive
role of France’s overseas presence’ was later abrogated as unconstitu-
tional. This ongoing activity points up possession by Pieds-Noirs of at
least one of the characteristics of ‘circumstantial groups’:21 insofar as
the combination of memory and suffering given expression by ‘vic-
tim mobilization’22 is the sole factor capable of unifying a disparate
group of individuals, an end to mobilization would signify the end
of the Pieds-Noirs, whose visibility depends on confrontation with the
state. Hence the repeated attempts at fostering a different narrative,
one justified by the experience of those who, as direct witnesses, are
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considered the sole legitimate sources of the facts. This is the invention
of a tradition23 – in this instance the ‘pioneer tradition’.24 Like all heroic
narratives this one proceeds via cathartic amnesia,25 stripping the nar-
rative of everything contradicting the group’s instinctual economy as
the settler, transforming a swampy wilderness into a land of plenty,
and becomes the personification of an Algeria that is a pure French
creation.

Understanding the varieties of electoral behavior

Just as the victim mobilizations of pressure groups point not to the
existence of a self-aware group, but rather to an active strategy of con-
struction of such a group, the co-opting of the ‘pied-noir vote’ – notably
by politicians in southern French départements with substantial repatri-
ate populations – was no proof of its actual existence. Not all Pieds-Noirs
saw themselves as such: some were overtly indifferent to the ‘commu-
nity issue’, while those who did identify with it were apt to do so for
reasons leading to all sorts of different electoral choices.26 There was
plenty of room for variation within a spectrum running from ‘politi-
cally nostalgic’ believers in the Algérie française cause – which gradually
morphed into a vision of a French France where immigration, espe-
cially from Algeria, ought to be banned27 – to the Pied-Noir consciously
subscribing to the republican principle of equality that had not been
applied to Algeria.

Insofar as carefully targeted electoral analyses have shown that there
was no such thing as a pied-noir vote,28 the situation remained highly
paradoxical. Metaphorically speaking the ‘pied-noir vote’ was every-
where: in the speeches of politicians out to capture it and in the
statements of community association activists harping on the pied-noir
capacity to influence election results. At the same time it was radically
absent from the statistics.29 The activists represented only ten percent
of Pieds-Noirs and a number of the associations comprised only ‘nos-
talgic exoticizers’,30 relatively unpoliticized and mainly interested in
symbolically and materially recreating the lost homeland by organizing
meals together, exchanging photos and indulging in transplanted ritual
practices.31 This kind of situation makes it difficult to overestimate the
influence of voting instructions affecting only a small minority of the
faithful, even if a few politicians like Georges Frêche, to the nostalgia-
inducing strains of the ‘Song of the Africans’ – the unofficial pied-noir
anthem – had the knack of implying that outcomes in their electorates
depended largely on the choices of repatriates.32
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While a homogeneous pied-noir vote might never have existed, the
effects of this illusion cannot be so easily dismissed, for they represented
the political version of what Pierre Bourdieu has called ‘the objec-
tivity of the subjective’:33 belief in the existence of a pied-noir vote
partially accounted for the way some politicians set out to court the
repatriates. Certain political situations helped flesh out this belief,
as when the Rassemblement et coordination des rapatriés et spoliés
d’outre-mer (RECOURS), an association founded by Jacques Roseau in
1976 to defend the interests of overseas ‘repatriates’ and ‘the despoiled’,
immediately called on Pieds-Noirs to use their votes against politicians
associated with the national Gaullist majority and thus work towards
indemnity legislation for repatriates.

At the next municipal elections, on 13 and 20 March 1977, sev-
eral Gaullist mayors were ousted in southern cities with large pied-noir
populations, among them Béziers and Montpellier. The RECOURS lead-
ership promptly called attention to the Pieds-Noirs’ ‘electoral leverage’,
stressing that their voting instructions had even outweighed repatriates’
pronounced anti-communist leanings, and threatened to resort to sim-
ilar tactics for the parliamentary elections of 1978. The shared reaction
of the government led by Prime Minister Raymond Barre and of Pres-
ident Giscard d’Estaing left no doubt as to top-level concern with
pied-noir electoral behavior. Although the dispute was between the Pieds-
Noirs and the government, the president himself took things directly
in hand, declaring the issue a public action category and appointing
Jacques Dominati secretary of state for repatriates.34 On 8 July 1977, he
announced to an assembly of repatriates in Carpentras that appropri-
ate indemnity legislation would be drawn up in the fall in consultation
with representatives of their associations.35

Nonetheless, the influence of RECOURS voting instructions was never
quantified or clearly established: the 1977 municipal elections saw a
historic, nationwide victory for the Left, two decades after the establish-
ment of the Fifth Republic, with the union of leftist parties obtaining
50.8 percent of the vote as against 41.9 percent for the parliamen-
tary majority. In these circumstances the defeat of a number of rightist
mayors in municipalities with large pied-noir communities, Béziers and
Montpellier among them, could not simply be put down to repatriates
obeying instructions: all over France other cities without a strong pied-
noir presence – Brest, Reims, Bourges, Saint Etienne, and others – were
taken by the opposition. This makes it difficult to identify the elec-
toral weight of the repatriates in the leftist landslide,36 but ever since
politicians have been tempted to strive for a pied-noir vote whose
existence cannot actually be proved.
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Analyses of pied-noir electoral behavior point up, on the one hand,
that the fit between Pieds-Noirs and the Front National (FN), while often
mentioned, has never been established, even if their opting for the Front
National requires an explanation; and on the other hand, that the series
of repatriations found expression in certain electoral shifts. In Algeria a
majority of the French population traditionally voted for the Left, espe-
cially in big cities like Algiers and Oran; but according to Emmanuelle
Comtat’s study of the ‘pieds-noirs 2000’ report, they are now largely
voting to the Right (49 percent) and the Centre (23 percent), and sig-
nificantly less to the Left (9 percent). At odds with national trends, this
change in voting behavior requires investigation.

Hostility to the parties of the Left may be explicable in terms of mem-
ories of the Communist Party providing active support for the Algerian
National Liberation Front (FLN) during the war, and, more generally,
of leftist support for the cause of independence. The low vote for the
Communists – and for the Gaullists – can be seen as a rejection of polit-
ical groups which supported the decolonization process. Similarly, the
presence on the Socialist side of leaders like Pierre Joxe, Michel Rocard,
and Lionel Jospin, who had made their start in politics as part of the
anti-colonialist mobilization, caused some Pieds-Noirs to keep their dis-
tance. Overall, the link between memories of the war and electoral
behavior marked by rejection of the parties of the Left can be partly
explained, says Comtat, by an historical trauma – in other words by
the repercussions of an event that had a lasting influence on forms
of political behavior.37 Rejection of the Left by Pieds-Noirs is all the
more pronounced because of their statistically elevated historical trauma
index.

This explanation remains incomplete, however, since Pieds-Noirs are
also defined by social characteristics. Those who vote Left belong essen-
tially to the social categories which, in other contexts, are home to
most left-wing voters: the intellectual professions, blue-collar occupa-
tions, and the nonexecutive public sector. Moreover, since the left-wing
vote drops with age among Pieds-Noirs and other groups, and espe-
cially in the case of practicing Catholics, it is understandable that most
Pieds-Noirs do not have a leftist profile: fifty years after repatriation
they belong overwhelmingly to the ‘elderly Catholics’ category. In addi-
tion, Jewish and Protestant Pieds-Noirs are more likely to vote to the
Right than Catholics, which emphasizes the fact that religion cannot
be excluded from the factors underlying their electoral behavior.38 This
reduced propensity to vote Left, then, cannot be explained solely in
terms of trauma. Thus the variables of classical analysis combine with
historical aftereffects to account for repatriates’ electoral orientations;
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and the major variables – age, religion, social class – only become sig-
nificant when associated with other contextual factors capable of acting
explicitly on pied-noir electoral choices.

However, the statistically marked rejection of leftist political parties –
except in local elections and specifically local situations – is not a suffi-
cient explanation of the pied-noir leaning to the Right and Centre at the
ballot box. Here, too, the classical variables combine with other effects,
since in the case of the Pieds-Noirs, as with the rest of the French popu-
lation, Catholic religious practice remains associated with the likelihood
of voting to the Right. In addition, there was a violent rejection of
Gaullism in the immediate aftermath of Algerian independence; many
French from Algeria saw de Gaulle as having betrayed them with his
shift from ‘I have understood you’ to the formalization of independence.

In contrast to the expellees in West Germany, then, the pieds-noirs’
political integration was marked by a vigorous rejection of one of the
major conservative options. This explains, on the one hand, why Pieds-
Noirs had been able to orient their votes towards the Rassemblement
pour la République (RPR) and then the Union pour un mouvement pop-
ulaire (UMP) only via a gradual distancing from the Gaullist-affiliated
parties; and on the other hand, why many of them opted for the Union
pour la démocratie Française (UDF), led by former president Giscard
d’Estaing, and, more generally, for a Centre-Right orientation.

A number of the classical analysis variables remain valid – Pieds-
Noirs belonging to the professions logically vote more often to the
Right than do nonexecutive employees and blue-collar workers – but
their explanatory value is often distorted by such contextual effects as
an aversion to Gaullism. Socio-democratic profiles – relatively elderly,
mainly Catholic, often retired after successfully restarting a career dur-
ing the postwar ‘Glorious Thirty’ – clearly play their part in explaining
this largely rightist voting orientation, as do the ‘traumatic’ effects:
rejection of Communists and other active supporters of Algerian nation-
alism, and an initial aversion to Gaullism followed by realignment with
the dissenting parties of the Right.

Thus sociology and history now combine to explain this tendency,
even if another set of statistical data eludes the classical division between
Republican Right and Left: these data have to do with the choice made
by some Pieds-Noirs in favor of a party of the extreme right, the Front
National (FN). One particular figure may not only help to explain the
probably rightwards shift of pied-noir voting choices, but also serve to set
this group apart from other electors: 44 percent of Pieds-Noirs respond-
ing to the 2002 survey said they had voted Front National at least once.39
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As the electoral rise of the FN had begun with the European Elections of
1984 – when its share of the vote moved for the first time into double
figures – it is likely that in the 1960s and 1970s only repatriates with ide-
ological ties to the OAS40 would have found an electoral – and activist –
outlet in the FN. Seen in this light, the repatriates’ choice of Jean-Marie
Le Pen’s FN, apart from the simplifications identifying the latter as the
pied-noir party, needs to be analyzed in terms of multiple variants.

I shall begin with the lessons to be drawn from electoral geograph-
ics: as Benjamin Stora has so pertinently observed, the map of FN voters
offers nothing like a perfect match with that of France’s pied-noir com-
munities.41 The FN has attained sizable electoral support in the heavily
pied-noir départements on the periphery of the Mediterranean, but signifi-
cant votes – up to 20 percent – have also been notched up in areas where
the proportion of repatriates is negligible: Alsace, for instance. In other
words, even if the pied-noir vote in favor of the FN is largely concentrated
in Mediterranean départements with substantial repatriate populations,
it would be a mistake to see this cluster effect as pointing to the FN
as the party of the Pieds-Noirs. Moreover, the sharpest increases in the
extreme right vote are mainly to be found in depressed former industrial
areas where jobs are disappearing,42 while many of these areas are home
to few repatriates. So the Front National is not simply a receptacle for
repatriate resentment, and not all Pieds-Noirs vote FN: many of them –
those of Jewish origin, for example – see the equating of Pieds-Noirs and
the pro-FN vote as ignoring their resolute hostility to fascism.43

How, then, do we explain the fact that Pieds-Noirs are more likely
to opt for the FN than other voters? While the combination of eco-
nomic and social gloom – mass unemployment, job insecurity, low
incomes – are long-term characteristics of certain pied-noir areas of
Southern France, and while the economic slump and loss of jobs in
industry and the service sector are likely to reinforce repatriates’ ten-
dency to look to the extreme right, the classical socio-demographic
variables are not enough on their own to explain the pied-noir FN vote:
as Emmanuelle Comtat stresses, in the case of the Pieds-Noirs low edu-
cation levels and a sense of social exclusion cannot be seen as major
explanatory factors in this electoral choice, whereas they are known to
play a large part in the FN vote among other electors.44 Hence the sig-
nificance – hypothetically more marked here than for classical right- or
left-wing voters – of the traumatism factor.

As Paul Bois has emphasized, the possibility exists that a traumatic
historical event can gradually evolve into an enduring influence on
political behavior: just as the Catholic peasants of Western France
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are described as having permanently repudiated the French Revolu-
tion because the new state refused to sell them land confiscated from
the Church, Pieds-Noirs lastingly affected by the consequences of the
Algerian War and repatriation, and never really having come to terms
with the loss of their homeland, are prone to express their frustration
by voting FN.45 This is the conclusion reached by Comtat, who uses
a ‘statistical index of historical trauma’ to show how repatriates who
have been personally subjected to violence, war, and bereavement are
more likely than other people to vote FN. Nonetheless, just as Paul Bois
stresses that the correlation between Catholicism and voting for the
Right is not self-explanatory, the connection between trauma relating
to the Algerian War and voting FN needs to be made more explicit.

This need is all the more urgent in that, in contrast with the situa-
tion addressed by Bois, witnesses of the traumatic event are still alive,
and transmission of the trauma involves their children. Among Pieds-
Noirs, however, there is no single, unified approach to the transmission
of memories or trauma. This explains why, independently of their trou-
bled family history, the children of Pieds-Noirs tend to vote like other
French citizens. For the second generation, then, the explanatory voting
variables are overall the same as for citizens generally, which under-
scores the dilution of the traumatic event. On the other hand, those who
had to cross the Mediterranean – the former French citizens of colonial
Algeria – were witnesses to a historical episode potentially laden with
consequences. What consequences, exactly?

The application of analytical induction to detailed reconstructions of
the biographies of pied-noir FN voters makes it possible to establish what
they have in common.46 Prima facie it is hardly surprising that they are
all frankly hostile to immigration, particularly from the Maghreb and
even more so from Algeria. Attributing the loss of Algeria to the com-
mitment of the ‘Arabs’, pied-noir FN voters are overtly opposed to the
fact that since 1962, some Algerians, despite having opted for indepen-
dence, still have freedom of movement on French soil. This attitude is
one necessary factor, but is not sufficient on its own: many repatriates
who spoke of their hostility to immigration had never voted FN, choos-
ing rather to express themselves by voting for one of the Republican
right-wing parties. In this kind of context we need to know more about
the memory of trauma if we are to understand what, apart from an open
hostility to immigration, accounts for the pied-noir FN vote.

This hostility, in fact, tends not to be rooted, as it is for other French
people, in a xenophobic or ‘anti-universalist’ mindset, but in the arcana
of everyday colonial life. Historian Pierre Nora quotes French general
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Jacques Massu’s testimony that when the ‘Battle of Algiers’ was at its
height in 1957, and the French residents of Algeria were demanding the
toughest possible line against the rebels, every arrest of a Muslim led to
a French person from Algeria speaking up on his behalf.47 The literature
of exile is full of such cases: even in a war situation it was impossible
to distinguish, within the category of the ‘Arabs’ with whom one had
played football, and who had been friends and neighbors, those who
were among the ‘rebels’ or fellagha (‘peasants’) as they were also termed.

It was, however, this problematic duality of the Arab – he was at once
part of one’s social circle and a possible threat to the social order –
that shaped a traumatic memory entailing, for some Pieds-Noirs, the
belief that Algerian immigrants were the very same fellagha, or their
children, and now free to live in France.48 In other words this was no
stereotypically xenophobic opposition to immigration, but a real sense
of repulsion at the idea that the enemies of the French of Algeria during
the war could now be living in the former metropole. There is no lack
of events capable of rekindling this traumatic memory, among them
the riots in French suburbs of November 2005 and their metaphori-
cal reconstruction of the link between Algerian immigration and the
Algerian War through the supposed presence of former fellagha and their
children in France. Among those Pieds-Noirs who are subject to this
repeatedly reactivated, imaginary association, the outcome is a more or
less systematic turn towards the Front National.

The explanation I propose is this: the Pieds-Noirs who vote Front
National are those who associate the former fellagha with today’s immi-
grants. For these voters the same causes are continuing to produce the
same effects: just as the leniency of the French authorities is believed
to have caused the loss of Algeria, the laxness of today’s governments
enables the former fellagha to continue violently defying France in the
nation’s working-class suburbs. Their choice of the Front National is
thus explicable in terms of an urge to put an end to an Algerian War
transplanted into France by fellagha living on French soil.

There remains the question of how the political field itself – the ter-
rain where professional politicians confront each other – came to be
transformed by the claims of repatriates and the alleged emergence of a
pied-noir vote.

Repatriation and political shifts

Beginning with the municipal elections in 1977, belief in the existence
of a pied-noir vote had concrete effects, despite the fact that the matter
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seemed to have been settled when the secretariat for repatriates was
shut down in 1964, and despite the amnesty legislation of 1968. The
consequences of the Algerian War included, moreover, splits among pro-
fessional politicians. This was initially the case on the Gaullist side, as
Michel Debré, de Gaulle’s prime minister during the Algerian conflict,
had been opposed to independence and only accepted it out of duty.
France under de Gaulle had had to swallow the massacre of Algerians in
Paris by a militarized police force: prefect of police Maurice Papon was
determined to win the ‘Battle of Paris’ (1961 and 1962) against the FLN,
just as General Massu had won the Battle of Algiers in 1957.

The bloody repression of several demonstrations, notably on 17 Octo-
ber 1961, the most brutal example in recent European history of the
crushing of a peaceful, unarmed protest,49 illustrated the quandary the
state was in: deprived of the support of a section of the army which had
gone over to the OAS, it could not afford to lose that of the police.50

The repression also pointed up the divisions within the Right: a wing of
the Gaullist camp, most of the police force, and those who had come
into politics under the banner of a refusal to ‘sell off the empire’ –
among them Gérard Longuet and Alain Madelin, former activists within
the militant right-wing faction Occident – remained uncompromisingly
hostile to the loss of Algeria even when the independence process was
well underway. Such splits were not limited to the Gaullists, however:
they continued to afflict a number of political parties, including the
Socialists, long after Algeria had become independent.

To cite one instance, shortly after François Mitterrand’s election as
president of France in 1981 – as minister of the interior under the Fourth
Republic, Mitterrand had taken repressive measures against the outbreak
of the Algerian insurrection in 1954 – a final, sweeping amnesty law was
passed by the National Assembly under the terms of Article 49, Para-
graph 3 of the Constitution, which allowed adoption of a law without a
vote.51 Within the Socialist majority the old guard of the Fourth Repub-
lic had to come to terms with the opposition to this law on the part
of parliamentarians who, like future minister Pierre Joxe, had entered
politics on an anti-colonial platform.

Here I should like to clarify the way Algerian independence and suc-
cessive repatriations contributed to a reconfiguration of French political
life; and to do so by examining the circumstances behind the right-wing
UMP’s controversial law of 23 February 2005. Apart from the content of
the legislation, which reflects the old, well-known claims of pied-noir
and repatriate association activists, its adoption opens a window onto
the various recompositions of French political life. Under the terms



Pieds-Noirs and French Political Life 185

of Article 13, it became legally possible to financially indemnify indi-
viduals – including former OAS activists – who had taken part in the
operations carried out in the months immediately preceding Algeria’s
accession to independence, that is to say between the signing of the
Evian Accords and the proclamation of independence. There was no
question that the adoption of a law like this one signaled the marginal-
izing, within the UMP, of the ‘Gaullist barons’ – the stock epithet for
Gaullists with a firm political base – and the rise of a new category
of politicians to positions of dominance. How could Gaullists have
adopted legislation enabling indemnification of former activists from
an organization – the OAS – that had tried to assassinate de Gaulle?

Policy shifts within the Gaullist parliamentary Right were many –
support for the European Union, the move from a planned to a market-
driven economy, France’s return to Nato’s military command – but some
of them can be addressed via the repatriation issue. This was the case
of the law of 23 February 2005, which raised the issue of ideological
realignment on the part of numerous UMP parliamentarians. As Romain
Bertrand has emphasized, they are now free to help rehabilitate the
memory of French Algeria, and even of the OAS – a switch that would
have created a furor in the ‘Gaullist baron’ days.52 Thus the networks
of influence set up by such repatriate associations as RECOURS, ADI-
MAD (Association pour la défense des intérêts moraux et matériels des
anciens détenus de l’Algérie française/Association for the Moral and
Material Interests of the Former Prisoners of French Algeria), and Cercle
Algérianiste do not, in spite of their staunch links with politicians and
the success of local memorial projects,53 provide a full explanation of the
changes within the Republican Right in France. If politicians have come
to see helping to ‘lift the ban’ on the OAS as profitable career-wise, this
is primarily because of their specific attributes in the political sphere.

Having come to national politics after local careers, none of the few
parliamentarians who contributed to the adoption of the 2005 legisla-
tion had been a minister or had consistent access to UMP resources.
They were, rather, new arrivals, subalterns within the organization who
succeeded in exploiting the French–Algeria issue at national level so as
to undermine the rules of partisan competition for their own benefit and
reinforce their local electoral base. At the same time this interpretation
does not exclude the need to analyze repatriate associations’ lobbying
of politicians: in the absence of strong potential support for their par-
liamentary venture, the newcomers who played a part in the passing of
the law would probably have come up with another controversial issue
as a means of benefiting from their party’s divisions.
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Conclusions

The scope of the memory wars on France’s colonial past cannot absolve
social scientists from a comprehensive consideration of the changes in
French society and politics that followed the repatriations. These con-
flicts not only reflect identitarian strategies aimed at the invention of
social groups like the Pieds-Noirs; they are also necessary aspects of the
analysis of other political behaviors. They contribute, to varying degrees,
to a clarification of the repatriates’ electoral behavior and, among other
factors, represent a key to the analysis of the changes in French political
life and the reconfiguration of relationships of power within partisan
structures – political parties within which it is usually the outsiders
who can capitalize on a shift in the limits to what can acceptably be
said in political debate. In addition to the stands taken by activists and
politicians, these kinds of switches are also associated with the emer-
gence of colonialist memory systems54 and a move towards particularist
memorial policies55 which do not stop at merely fueling controversy:
they also impose strain on the Republican model of citizenship, in
which only universally equal individuals – and not ‘groups of individ-
uals’ like Pieds-Noirs and harkis – are allowed recognition as holders of
rights.56

The implications are clear: where the Algerian War is concerned,
‘taboo’ and ‘amnesia’ have become activist arguments dismissed by his-
torians;57 and while arguments with such meager explanatory power
allow little more than the escape-hatch transformation of a political
problem into a psychoanalytical one, analysis of Pieds-Noirs first of all
entails letting the subjects have their say – these subjects being far less
resistant to investigation than is claimed by those still resorting to the
thesis of the taboo.58
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Homeland Corners: Memories,
Objects, and Emotions of Expellees
in Postwar West Germany
Tobias Weger

The movie Grün ist die Heide (The Heath is Green, 1951) is a paradig-
matic creation of post-World War II popular culture in West Germany,
showing an idyllic world with no reminder of the previous Nazi period.
In a famous scene from that movie, filmmaker Hans Deppe (1897–1969)
portrays a hunter who meets a group of Silesian expellees during a local
feast on the Lüneburger Heide (Lüneburg Heath). When he starts singing
the Riesengebirglers Heimatlied (Homeland Song of the Giant Mountains),
suddenly the whole group accompanies him – an expellee group caught
in its ambiguity between integration and homesickness.

The commemorative practices of the German expellees have been
neglected by political historians for a long time. Yet the analysis of these
practices helps to understand the complicated integration processes of
expellees in postwar Germany.1 This chapter examines the symbolic
communication and memory of German expellees from Central, South-
east and East Europe who had to leave their homelands during or after
World War II.2 It focuses on West Germany and on the postwar period,
when memories of resettlement, flight, and expulsion were still fresh
and constituted an essential experience of a large part of society. The
symbolic communication of the expellees, however, was closely related
to cultural codes of their homeland society. Therefore many cultural
patterns and practices recognized among German expellee organiza-
tions after 1945 can be retraced to the interwar period. Which symbols
and media were used in this communication; how were they embed-
ded within practices of remembrance and grievance, but also within the
politics of history? How did they enter the ‘official’ sphere and the pri-
vate life of expellees? How were they adjusted to the specific situation
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of postwar West German society? Was the expellees’ use of a sym-
bolic language (dys)functional for their integration? In order to answer
these questions the commemorative practices, imagined spaces and real
places, as well as everyday objects, and emotions of the expellees will be
examined.

Manufacturing memories

The integration of approximately ten million ethnic Germans from
Eastern Europe was a fundamental issue for postwar West Germany.
Culture played a crucial role within this process. In 1953 the
Bundestag passed a bill which the Federal Government had designed
in cooperation with some expellee organizations. Article 96 of this
Bundesvertriebenen- und Flüchtlingsgesetz (BVFG) states that the Fed-
eral Government and the state governments should safeguard the
expellees’ cultural heritage, collect its material and immaterial traces,
support scholarly research and preserve the expellee heritage for future
generations in Germany and abroad – an approach to heritage that dif-
fers radically from the rather private or associational conception in the
case of the repatriates in France.3

This guideline gave birth to a virtual memory industry, where the Fed-
eral Government, the expellee organizations, and regional ministers on
the state level have been working together ever since. These vast activ-
ities included the construction of state-supported museums, research
institutions, historical societies, magazines, conferences, and publica-
tions. At the state level, this process lead to the conception of school
syllabuses and textbooks for what has later been called ‘Expertise of the
East’ (Ostkunde).4 Ever since the expellee organizations have taken great
advantage of the 1953 legislation. Since they were co-opted to many
advisory boards or steering committees of newly created institutions,
they had considerable influence over the allocation of finances and were
able to produce a large variety of commemorative media such as book-
lets, newspaper articles, history textbooks, popular accounts of their
lost ‘homeland’, political speeches, visual sources such as postcards,
illustrations and films.

This process of manufacturing memories of the expulsion changed
over time. During the ‘hot period’ of the Cold War in the 1950s,
negative images of Eastern European governments and peoples were
very common in West Germany. Within the interior communications
of the expellee organizations, the expulsion of ethnic Germans from
Eastern Europe after World War II was often compared to very remote
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wars and invasions. In the case of the Hungarians, historians made
allusion to the Huns. For many Sudeten German expellee politicians,
their group had been expelled from Czechoslovakia as a consequence of
the Czech Hussite tradition. These interpretations delivered collective
characterologies often adopted from the mental world of pan-German
nationalism or Nazi ideology.

Wilhelm Pleyer (1901–1974), for instance, a Sudeten German politi-
cian and writer, compared the physiognomy of Czechoslovakia’s presi-
dent Edvard Beneš to a ‘Eurasian Avar’s head’ (‘Awarenschädel’), explain-
ing Beneš’ treatment of Czechoslovakia’s German population through
racial criteria.5 This is similar to collective characterologies brought
forward by other expellee politicians. They stated that from the very
beginning of German–Slavic interactions and continuing even after
1945, the ethnic character of the Slavs, their supposed cultural inferi-
ority and lack of moral and intellectual leadership, were responsible for
the racial discrimination they practiced against ethnic German minori-
ties. When the hot period of the Cold War started to cool down as a
result of détente policies from the mid-1960s, these racial and ethnic
interpretations became less important.6

Commemorative interventions took place on various levels. Since
the 1950s expellee organizations have tried to institutionalize an offi-
cial holiday remembering the flight and expulsion of the Germans
from the East. For diplomatic reasons all Federal Governments and
Parliaments resisted establishing such a public holiday until as recently
as August 2014, when the Federal Government decided that from 2015
on, 20 June will be recognized as the ‘Memorial Day for the Vic-
tims of Flight and Expulsion’ (Gedenktag für die Opfer von Flucht und
Vertreibung).7 The government’s long-running reluctance to formalize
commemorative recognition can be explained by the obvious similarity
to anti-Versailles revisionism during the Weimar period. Indeed, bring-
ing the ‘Day of the Homeland’ (Tag der Heimat) into the rank of a public
holiday gives the organizations’ anti-Potsdam revisionism the role of an
official statement of German politics against the Allied Powers of World
War II.

During the reunions of early ethno-regional organizations, the contin-
uation of rituals and symbols from the Nazi period was quite strong. The
singing of the three verses of the Deutschlandlied, the national anthem,
could be observed regularly, even though this was not unusual in
postwar Germany, until the third verse (Einigkeit und Recht und Freiheit –
Unity and Right and Freedom) was finally declared the new anthem of
the Federal Republic of Germany in 1952.8 These nationalist practices
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were opposed by some Catholic expellee organizations who boycotted a
number of mass meetings.9

Another way of forging the collective recollection of the expulsion
was to embed memories in the context of the growing human rights dis-
course. In the immediate postwar period, a parallel was drawn between
the expulsion of the Germans from the East and the expulsion of Adam
and Eve from Paradise.10 Later on the expulsion was related to other
phenomena of forced migration and, by extreme right-wing authors,
even to the Holocaust.11 Since the concept of ‘ethnic cleansing’ has
been brought into sharp focus after the civil war in Yugoslavia,12 the
Bund der Vertriebenen (BdV) argued that they had also suffered a kind
of ‘ethnic cleansing’, excluding other forms of World War II migra-
tions of Germans from the East (for example, resettlement, flight, and
‘orderly transfer’). Nowadays several scholars likewise apply the con-
cept of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in order to implement European Memory
Politics.13

Beyond these political interventions, commemorative narratives of
flight and expulsion were also generated in print media, documentary
and feature films, permanent and temporary exhibitions, in literary
fiction, and later on the Internet.14 Popular literary productions for
a broader public often propagated the image of the expulsion as an
action of revenge, hatred, and genuine anti-German convictions.15 They
tend often to correspond with popular artistic representations of the
expulsion.16 These commemorative practices were a frequent reminder
of nationalist performances of the interwar period, and sometimes
these traditional anniversaries were continually observed. The Sudeten
German homeland organizations regularly celebrated their ‘March com-
memoration’ (Märzgedenken) on 4 March, remembering the victims of
Sudeten German–Czech clashes that resulted in 54 dead on that date in
1919.17 For Upper Silesians, the ‘Plebiscite Day’ (Abstimmungstag), the
day of the referendum in Upper Silesia on 20 March 1921, on whether
the region should remain German or become Polish, was a similar
representational event.18

Imagined spaces and real places

In contrast to experts of medieval culture for whom emblematic phe-
nomena are a daily occurrence, heraldry or vexillology (the knowledge
of flags) are rather of secondary interest for most scholars of contem-
porary history. This omission is a mistake in the case of the German
refugees and expellees, as actually the signs and colors used by their
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organizations can furnish crucial information for the understanding of
their beliefs and their behavior.

Immediately after their foundation in West Germany the new expellee
organizations looked for symbols that could be applied as ‘logotypes’
and bearers of collective identity. The organizations had a strong self-
perception of being exclusive representations of the former inhabitants
of a given region or a German ethnic group. The traditional Pomeranian
griffin, for instance, could be found on the armories of the Pomeranian
Homeland Society (Pommersche Landsmannschaft); the Danzig dou-
ble cross on those of the group of former inhabitants of the town of
Danzig/Gdańsk (Bund der Danziger); and the Silesian eagle on those
of the Silesian Homeland Society (Landsmannschaft Schlesien).19 Other
symbols were newly created, as illustrated by the case of the East
Prussian Homeland Society (Landsmannschaft Ostpreußen). Its armories
show moose antlers, whereas before 1945 the provincial symbol of East
Prussia had been a variety of the Prussian eagle.

The moose, a very popular and common animal in all riparian coun-
tries of the Baltic Sea, has always seduced artists. As a symbol, the moose
antlers were first used at the insistence of the royal stud at Trakehnen at
the end of the eighteenth century. Later, various military units from
East Prussia adopted it. When the East Prussian Homeland Organiza-
tion launched its newspaper, the Ostpreußenblatt, in 1950, its title on
the front page was accompanied on the right side by the traditional East
Prussian eagle, and on the left by moose antlers, which then became the
official heraldic sign of the organization. In 1957 it was even declared
a registered trademark of the East Prussian Homeland Organization at
Munich’s patent office.20

After World War II the Sudeten German Homeland Society
(Sudetendeutsche Landsmannschaft) reinstated the tricolor in red,
black, and red, which had been in use among German nationalist asso-
ciations in Czechoslovakia since 1919, and in 1950 the Sudeten German
Homeland Organization officially adopted these colors as its ensign.
At the same time, the association presented its new armories: on the
right side, the half imperial eagle represented the historical roots of
Bohemia as part of the Holy Roman Empire. On the left side, the half
cross of the Teutonic Order stood for the ‘impact of the colonization in
the German East’. The little herb in the center displayed the ‘fence’ taken
from the town symbol of Eger/Cheb, above which are three horizontal
lines in the already mentioned ‘Sudeten colors’ – black, red, and black.21

This heraldic design was initially in competition with another symbol –
that of the Reichsgau Sudetenland, an artificial administrative entity of



198 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

the Nazi Empire shaped after the Munich Agreement of 1938. Many
examples from official publications confirm that the Nazi emblem was
still used by segments of the Sudeten German Homeland Organization
until the end of the 1950s.22

From a modern perspective the establishment of theses armories could
appear as a quasi-natural act, but the case of the Sudeten Germans
is not unique. Numerous German ethnic organizations invented new
heraldic symbols in the 1940s and 1950s. This was true particularly for
those groups whose original settlement areas lay outside the histori-
cal borders of Germany. One of those groups is the so-called Danube
Swabians (Donauschwaben) who from the start of the eighteenth cen-
tury colonized parts of Central Hungary. After the Peace Treaty of
Trianon (1920) the Danube Swabians found themselves within the
boundaries of the territorially reduced Hungary, and of Yugoslavia and
Romania.

Despite this their cultural and political elites successfully imagined a
collective identity and by as early as 1922 invented the denomination
Danube Swabians.23 This common identity prevailed over the arrival
of numerous ethnic Germans from Southeast Europe in West Germany
after 1945. The writer and ethnologist Hans Diplich (1909–1990), who
originated from the Romanian Banat, designed their emblem in 1950.
The coats of arms are divided horizontally by blue waves symbolizing
the course of the Danube on which the first German colonists arrived
in Hungary in the eighteenth century. A black eagle occupies the upper
part on gold ground with widespread wings. If we take into consider-
ation the eagle’s red beak, we recognize the German national colors –
black, red and gold. At the beginning of the twentieth century this tri-
color symbolized, within the Habsburg Monarchy, the activists of the
‘pan-German movement’ (Alldeutsche Bewegung).

The lower part of the armory was taken from the emblem of
the biggest town and cultural center in the Romanian Banat, the
city of Temeswar/Timişoara – a rural landscape and the silhouette
of Temeswar. Diplich replaced the blue waves with a white sky and
obtained a dominance of white and green color in the coat of arms.
The white was usually interpreted as a sign of a peaceful attitude,
the green as the color of the cultivated soil. Other included ele-
ments are the sun and the moon. According to a local legend, the
sun stood for Prince Eugene of Savoy (1663–1736), a Habsburg gen-
eral who liberated the Banat from Ottoman dominance; the half-moon
implied the declining power of the Ottoman Empire (with its Turkish
half-moon). The emblem of the Danube Swabians therefore visually
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reflected a contemporary intellectual and political trend, the ‘Occi-
dental Movement’ (Abendland-Bewegung) which had been popular
in West Germany since 1945 among certain Christian-conservative,
anti-communist, and anti-Eastern circles.

Another important sector of symbolic communication was cartog-
raphy. Since the late 1940s, the expellee organizations had printed
numerous regional maps showing the principal tourist attractions,
the industrial or agricultural richness and customary dresses of their
‘homeland’, but also indicated its waterways and railway communica-
tions. These maps were displayed in the so-called ‘homeland corners’
(Heimatecken) of private flats, used as small-format postcards, or intro-
duced into popular publications. They kept alive a certain nostalgic
feeling among the homeland fellows, but also elucidated the cultural
and economic losses due to the expulsion of the Germans from the
East. Other maps illustrating textbooks, newspaper articles, TV spots,
information leaflets or political posters revealed the areas of German
settlement (deutsche Siedlungsgebiete) in Eastern Europe, very often with-
out any differentiation of their real density or numeric importance. This
view favored the perception of most of Eastern Europe as a rather infinite
‘German East’ (Deutscher Osten).24

At the same time, ‘homeland books’ (Heimatbücher) edited by various
organizations and publishing houses showed the beauty and the sta-
bility of the lost homelands in the East. Their perspective was a rather
romantic one: neither the pictures nor the legends or the descriptive
texts gave any information about the Nazi period, about war destruc-
tions or possible ecological problems. The ‘homeland’ should appear
as an innocent, ‘pure’ landscape styled thanks to German cultural
impact and German workforce.25 The publishing house Rautenberg,
for instance, specialized in the production of picture books containing
exactly 144 historical illustrations from a big town or a special region.26

In a way these books romanticized the visual perception of faraway land-
scapes in the East – black-and-white photographs (rather than color)
were reminiscent of old times, unspoiled by any traces of the advances
of modernization.

German expellee associations are often identified with their great
yearly reunions, including political rallies and parades of people
dressed in folk costumes. For the most part, as in most German
areas, these traditional outfits had died out long before World War
II, as they echoed a certain social order that had disappeared during
the nineteenth century. Around 1900 they had been partly ‘reacti-
vated’ for tourist purposes in some vacation areas like the Bohemian
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Thermal Triangle (Karlsbad/Karlovy Vary, Franzensbad/Františkovy
Lázně and Marienbad/Marianské Lázně) or the Giant Mountains in
Silesia.

However, most folk costumes worn in the West German context
after 1945 were new creations, often based on ancient iconographic
material.27 Their aim was to give an idea of the presumed ‘vitality’
of the expellee groups and the maintenance of regional traditions in
the new life context. This was also the case for songs and dialects.
The vernaculars of the Germans from the East have been documented
in sound recordings in various archives such as the Institute for
German Language (Institut für Deutsche Sprache) at Mannheim, or the
Johannes Künzig Institute for East German Ethnography (Johannes-
Künzig-Institut für ostdeutsche Volkskunde) in Freiburg.28 To keep these
idioms alive the homeland organizations coached professional ‘dialect
speakers’ (Mundartsprecher) whose duty was to prolong spoken traditions
previously condemned to extinction. Their success was very small, as
a regional idiom cannot exist without its relevant social and cultural
dimensions.

On another level, the expellee organizations encountered a bigger
success. They managed to shape the onomastic identity of thousands
of West German villages and towns. In December 1953 the Fed-
eral Association of Municipalities in the Federal Republic of Germany
(Bundesverband der kommunalen Spitzenverbände) and the Confedera-
tion of Homeland Societies (Verband der Landsmannschaften) agreed
that West German municipalities should function as ‘godparents’
(Patenstädte) for towns situated in former East German provinces. One
paragraph of this agreement concerned the construction of expellee
monuments, another the denomination of streets which would evoke
memories of towns, landscapes and personalities in the East.29 Street
names mark and organize public space in a symbolic way – living or
working at an address containing the names of individuals, companies
or institutions can reinforce belonging and provide an identity, even
though recent empirical studies indicate residents show little interest in
the origin of their respective street name.30

However, this naming practice had not been considered immediately
post-1945 when suburbs were being rebuilt and expanded, although the
places or regions of origin of the first residents were occasionally referred
to. For those people, the street names functioned as emotional points
of reference or lieux de mémoire as Pierre Nora or Etienne François might
describe them.31 The ‘lost topography’ was reborn within the communal
topography in West Germany. Nowadays, they can be considered as part
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of the ‘stored memory’ (Speichergedächtnis), according to the definition
given by Aleida Assmann.32

In terms of the 1953 agreement, many German towns facilitated the
construction of expellee monuments all over the country. A publication
of the BdV lists more than 1,500 monuments erected throughout West
Germany in the following six decades.33 In all likelihood, this num-
ber is probably a significant underestimate. In 1950, for example, the
Central Association of Expelled Germans (Zentralverband vertriebener
Deutscher (ZvD)), a precursor of the BdV, erected a massive ‘Cross of
the German East’ (Kreuz des deutschen Ostens) on the Uhlenklippen near
Bad Harzburg in the Harz Mountains.34 In the same year, a ‘Cross of the
Eastern lands’ (Ostlandkreuz) was built above Geislingen an der Steige,
half way between Stuttgart and Munich. In this context, I should also
mention lookout towers with a memorial function, such as the replica
of the former Altvaterturm (originally built in 1905 on the Altvater
Mountain/Praděd) on the Wetzstein Mountain in the Thuringian Forest,
which was finally completed in 2008.35

In flat areas of Germany the expulsion memorials are mainly found
in villages and towns, in public squares, in parks, cemeteries, and sim-
ilar places.36 Political groups such as the BdV or regional homeland
associations often initiated them. In West German politics, the com-
memoration of the expulsion has always been on the agenda, ever since
the early postwar years. As a result of six decades of memory politics, the
expellee organizations largely contributed to the symbolic occupation of
space in West Germany. The country is peppered with expellee monu-
ments as well as street and place names remembering the lost Eastern
Heimat.37

An intriguing example of an expellee memorial is the Leobschütz
Monument, erected in the Northwest German town of Oldenburg
in 1957. Numerous expellees from the Upper Silesian town of
Leobschütz/Głubczyce had found their way to Oldenburg after World
War II and formed a small homeland group there. In response to a
petition from the Association of Expellees from the East and Refugees
(Verband der Ostvertriebenen und Flüchtlinge), the Oldenburg muni-
cipal council decided on 24 August 1951, to assume ‘godparentship’
(Patenschaft) for the town of Leobschütz.

The official document exudes the atmosphere of the Cold War, during
which many of the expellee politicians still upheld the expellees’ right
to return to their former homes: ‘The town of Oldenburg would like to
be a place where the expelled citizens of Leobschütz can maintain and
practice their culture and their traditions, in order to be prepared for a
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time when they can once again return to the German land East of the
Oder–Neisse line.’38

Several days later, at a public rally on 2 September 1951, Oldenburg’s
mayor Gustav Lienemann (1880–1964) declared, ‘In response to a pro-
posal from the Association of Expellees from the East and Refugees
as well as the Silesian Homeland Society, the town of Oldenburg will
assume godparentship for the town of Leobschütz. At the first opportu-
nity a new street will be named after the town of Leobschütz.’39 Indeed,
a street was created in that same year, 1951. As a ‘sign of solidarity’ a
bell from the Leobschütz Town Hall tower found a new home in the
inner courtyard of the Oldenburg Municipal Museum; it had previously
been recovered from the ‘bell cemetery’ (Glockenfriedhof ) in the port of
Hamburg, which had been a metal collecting point for the Nazi war
industry.40

During the second Leobschütz ‘Homeland meeting’ (Heimattreffen)
held at Oldenburg in September 1957, a memorial was inaugurated
in a public place in the town center. In a letter to the municipality,
the renowned historian and History teacher, Enno Meyer (1913–1996),
expressed his reservations about a monument on a site in close vicinity
to Oldenburg’s former synagogue, which had been destroyed in Novem-
ber 1938 during the ‘Crystal Night’ Nazi Pogrom.41 However, a senior
town official wrote in his answer to Meyer:

I have read your letter of September 27 with special interest about the
memorial for the town of Leobschütz and the former German Eastern
territories. Nevertheless, I cannot agree with you that the site for this
monument was chosen tactlessly. [. . .] Quite separate from the fact
that both the expulsion of German people from the East of Germany
and the injustices against the Jews are each totally deplorable, all the
same, I cannot agree with your viewpoint when you declare that the
Leobschütz monument’s right to exist is itself doubtful.42

The memorial is 2.2 meters high and takes the form of an irregular pil-
lar. Its front bears the words: ‘Unforgotten German town in the East –
Leobschütz’. On the right-hand side, the stone is decorated with the
coat of arms of Oldenburg and a note on the town’s godparentship
for Leobschütz. On the back one finds the Leobschütz coat of arms
and the date ‘1945’ symbolizing the end of World War II. Over the
heraldic symbol of Leobschütz, an inscription lists regions in Central
Eastern Europe from which people had come to Oldenburg: ‘Danzig –
Memel – Pomerania – Silesia – Sudetenland – East Prussia – West Prussia’.
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This inscription does not distinguish those areas that had been part of
Germany prior to 1945 and other areas belonging to different countries
in which German minorities had been living. The list shaped the men-
tal map of a virtual ‘German East’, without any historical dimension
or explanation.43 A newspaper article referring to the inauguration of
the monument quoted a senior representative of the municipality with
the words that ‘no German government should ever have the right to
renounce Germany’s Eastern provinces’.44 The relocation of the German
population after World War II was seen as the fulfillment of a Pan-Slavic
conspiracy against the Germans. The monument has quite a ‘modern’
esthetic shape, but the ideological continuity of its relationship to the
interwar period is evident.

Everyday objects and emotions

The history of emotions is a relatively young field of research with
an ongoing discussion on methodological approaches. This branch of
cultural history gives a constructivist interpretation of feelings, ideas,
medical aspects, religious orientations, group belongings, and possible
sanctions of emotions by law.45 Emotions therefore require a broad inter-
disciplinary competence. Historians working in this field of research
need an awareness of objects, text sources and psychological processes.

How can the history of emotions be applied to the research on ethnic
German expellees in postwar and present Germany? In our case study,
emotions can be retraced in a rather ‘natural’ form in a private con-
text. Objects of memorial significance that expellees have taken with
their luggage are often conserved in a respectful and almost devout
way. In many flats and houses of expellees, ethnologists revealed spe-
cial ‘homeland corners’ arranged with great care.46 One might find
there private photographs, showing members of the family or the house
inhabited before 1945, a school diploma, attestations of the first com-
munion (for Catholics) or the confirmation (for Protestants), a ‘family
cross’ or the ‘family bible’, the coats of arms of the hometown as well as
tourist souvenirs.

Some people brought old postcards or etchings showing views of their
birthplaces; others possess paintings or other artifacts. Those who had
been able to visit their original home after 1950 brought back symbolic
objects from their journeys:47 rocks from the Giant Mountains in Silesia
and Bohemia, little bits of coal from Upper Silesia, pottery produced
according to old patterns in the Lower Silesian town of Bolesławiec (for-
merly Bunzlau) or crystal glass of the famous craft industry of Bohemia.
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Among Silesians little wood statues from the Giant Mountains are quite
popular. They represent Rübezahl, a legendary figure of a giant from old
tales that have been adapted by the new Polish inhabitants of that area.
Most of those objects are of little material value, but they have a great
symbolic importance for those who own them. The ‘homeland corner’
can be of modest proportions or even take the size of a small, private
museum. In any case, it is a substitute for the lost area, the lost years of
youth and a highly emotional place.

As is well-known, culinary traditions occupy a very important place
in the emotional life of migrants.48 In the past ethnic Germans liv-
ing in close contact with their neighbors from other cultural back-
grounds often adopted their traditions and customs. After their arrival
in Germany they experienced a crucial cultural clash, as their use of
garlic and paprika resulted in the local population referring to them as
‘Romanians’, ‘Hungarians’, ‘Russians’, or even ‘gypsies’ (Zigeuner). This
kind of rejection could impede the integration process into German
society and strengthen the return to homeland traditions. The expellees
noticed that they had come to a country of the same language, but with
distinct cultural habits. In many cases, even the same verbal expressions
could have different meanings.

A popular anecdote from postwar Bavaria tells the story of a young
woman from Bohemia who had married a local farmer. One day the
Bavarian stepmother asked the woman to cook Knödel (dumplings) for
the meal. According to the Bavarian tradition, dumplings are round balls
made of flour or potatoes. The young Bohemian woman, though, only
knew her traditional way of production – Knödel in the basic form of a
long steamed roll, from which thick slices are cut. In this particular situa-
tion of cultural clash, each woman felt confident about what was meant,
but there was a different result. For the young woman from Bohemia,
her particular Knödel were also a symbol of her country of origin.49

Other culinary products had less importance for everyday life, but
their particular character and their exotic names were reminiscent
for the expellees of their former well-being in their homelands. Prior
inhabitants of Danzig/Gdańsk appreciated their ‘Golden Water from
Danzig’ (Danziger Goldwasser). People from the famous spa town of
Karlsbad/Karlovy Vary loved their Becherbitter, herbal liquor, but also
the Karlsbader Oblaten, huge wafers filled with nuts, chocolate or sugar.
For expellees from Königsberg/Kaliningrad, the ancient capital of East
Prussia, the Königsberger Marzipan, a slightly burnt march pane, had a
strong emotional importance and was often presented for Christmas.
Drinking a glass of familiar alcohol or eating a specialty from the
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regional kitchen had for many expellees the same effect as that described
by the French author Marcel Proust in his novel A la recherche du temps
perdu – its leading character is inspired by the smell and the taste of
a madeleine to recapture the years of his childhood, when this pastry
had been of grand importance. Many ethnic Germans experienced a
revival of their homeland or of their youth through olfactory effects in
the same way.

For elderly expellees one of their basic regrets was that they could
not be buried in their home country after they died. Many of them
had taken with them, before fleeing or being resettled, a bin filled with
‘homeland earth’ (Heimaterde) from their own garden, the local cemetery
or their schoolyard.50 This box was often kept in the above mentioned
‘homeland corner’, and a handful of its content was poured into the
open grave at the time of the funeral, the relatives fulfilling a last wish
of the deceased. In a symbolic way the expellees were reminded of what
they had left behind – they were buried in ‘native earth’.51 On many
headstones in German cemeteries specific symbols can be found to dis-
tinguish them from graves of the locals: added to the date of birth is
often found the place where the deceased person was actually born –
names like ‘Beuthen OS’ (nowadays Bytom, Silesia), ‘Königsberg i.Pr.’,
or ‘Niederschwedelsdorf’ indicate a past geography with which average
Germans are not at all familiar in the 21st century. This is also true for
pictorial symbols like coats of arms and other regional emblems, which
are recognizable on many expellee graves.

Symbolism could be found throughout the private life of a displaced
person. Even just the sound of certain music could stimulate emotions
and cause memories to surface, generating a feeling of homesickness for
many. Kurt Nelhiebel is an expellee from a German family from North
Bohemia with a socialist political orientation. For all of his life he has
been one of the most ardent critics of the Sudeten German homeland
organizations and their insensitive continuation of nationalist politics.

In a personal essay he described the following anecdote: when lis-
tening to the Czech national anthem before the radio coverage of a
football match in which a Czech team was participating, he remem-
bered the German words of this hymn which he had learnt as a little boy
attending school in pre-war Czechoslovakia.52 For Kurt Nelhiebel the
sound of this anthem symbolized the democratic Czechoslovak Repub-
lic destroyed in 1938–9 by the Nazi aggression in Central Europe. This
example illustrates an important and often neglected phenomenon:
even though the experiences during the expulsion had been often fierce
and painful, many expellees preserved in their hearts a nostalgic feeling,
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an awareness of still belonging to the country they had been raised in,
even though many of them, despite being loyal citizens and opposed to
any pan-German propaganda and discrimination, had been forced from
their homes.

Conclusion

The symbols, places, objects, sounds and practices used by expellees
have very different functions. Those used by the expellee organizations
express political claims and could even be, in the earlier years, signs
of revisionism and revanchism. One of the best-known examples is the
slogan ‘Silesia remains ours’ (Schlesien bleibt unser) which the Silesian
Homeland Organization had chosen for its 1985 federal rally. Helmut
Kohl, then federal chancellor, had previously agreed to give the key
speech at that rally, but after it had been made apparent that the slo-
gan was going to be displayed, he declared that his participation was
uncertain. It was only after the wording was altered to ‘Silesia remains
our future, in a Europe of free peoples’ (Schlesien bleibt unsere Zukunft,
in einem Europa freier Völker), that he attended the event.53 Political
messages of this kind were sensitive and could be divisive.

However, even at the yearly expellee rallies, one could observe private
or ‘semi-official’ remembrance practices, especially at the meetings of
local communities where for a short time memory entities were recon-
structed by the displaced former inhabitants of particular towns, villages
or school groups. Future historical research could place greater empha-
sis on a study of the interdependence of private and official forms of
symbolic communication and memory.

In conclusion, two considerations should be attempted – firstly, how
significant an impact has there been regarding the manufacturing of
memories provided by German expellee organizations; and secondly,
have they resulted in an ability to implement an ongoing narrative of
the expulsion?

Most former Ostforschung (Research of the East) institutions have
taken up the serious research of Eastern European history and culture.
Ostkunde by contrast has disappeared from the school curricula of most
German states – it seems that it was altered to the teaching of Flucht und
Vertreibung (Flight and Expulsion) in the history curriculum.54

This has resulted in the average German pupil of the 21st century
believing that Eastern Europe was composed of ‘badlands’ where people
hated and mistreated each other; the geography, centuries-old history
and cultural heritage of this part of the European continent remaining
a closed book to them.
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As in the case of the Pieds-Noirs, the public commemoration of flight
and expulsion has recently transcended the narrow sphere of expellee
organizations, receiving broader public attention through, for exam-
ple, the foundation of the government organization Stiftung Flucht,
Vertreibung, Versöhnung (Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconcilia-
tion),55 or by television films like March of Millions (Die Flucht) in 2007.
Memories of the expulsion can only be based on the personal experi-
ences of the millions of expellees and therefore will disappear, unless
they have been recorded or written down. Individual memories will
eventually be replaced by practices of memory, such as political com-
memoration. The crucial question for the future is whether these will
be able to reflect accurately and completely the wide range of authen-
tic experiences connected to the expulsion of Germans from Eastern
Europe.
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Pied-Noir Pilgrimages,
Commemorative Spaces,
and Counter-Memory
Michèle Baussant

The individuals now generally referred to as Pieds-Noirs – a term ‘in
search of its roots’1 – represent a host of different groups, some of
them with no common ancestry or territory apart from those forged in
Algeria.2 These are people of French and foreign immigrant stock; those
in the latter category were from different European and Mediterranean
countries and it was in Algeria that many of them acquired French
nationality, even if they continued to identify both with the places they
settled in and those associated with their origins. On leaving Algeria
they found themselves lumped together according to their links with
the past and labeled Pieds-Noirs – a category not acceptable to all
of them.

Following decolonization, however, this unifying past became totally
anachronistic and was regarded as morally indefensible.3 Since then the
social sciences have often reduced the pied-noir experience to a nostal-
gia for the colonial system as a whole, an idealization that supposedly
found expression in a deliberate, collective falsification of history.4 This
critique draws on the utterances and practices of certain community
association leaders, the representativeness of which remain unproven
and which sometimes differ from the narratives and practices observed –
especially in the private sphere – among Pieds-Noirs generally and their
descendants.5 It thus reduces the myriad individual pied-noir stances
to certain clichés, especially those of the public arena. Nonetheless,
the occasions for the public exercise of remembrance are not always
‘those where these voices are raised [. . .] but rather those that sur-
face unexpectedly’: witness the popularity of certain religious events,

212



Pied-Noir Pilgrimages, Commemorative Spaces, Counter-Memory 213

where memory is given free rein and which serve as opportunities
to get together and recreate a social space associated with France’s
Algerian past.6

This chapter sets out to examine these religious manifestations of
memory as shaped by those involved, together with the social circum-
stances in which they crystallize, as seen from a collective point of view.7

The question of a specific pied-noir memory was addressed by numerous
authors in the 1980s, but its interconnection with ritual and religion –
harking back to the role of the Church during the colonial era – has
drawn little attention from researchers up until the present.8 This is
despite the fact that the religious framework clearly played an impor-
tant part in structuring the pied-noir imaginative realm and sense of
belonging both in Algeria and, later, in exile.

I shall begin by looking at various associations whose work involves,
among other things, embedding aspects of the Algerian past in
France, in particular by reterritorializing a European community of
Algerian origin. I shall then go on to consider the role of Marian
pilgrimages in France as a normative model for remembrance in
social venues conducive to interaction between lived experience and
public evocation of the past. Organizing this kind of public gather-
ing, with its capacity for ‘memorialization’, has often been a major
concern for the pied-noir population. My intention is to show how
clearly this embedding in an institutional Catholic context reveals
the still-constitutive role of religious affiliation as an identity marker,
and the simultaneously commemorative, patrimonial, and relational
implications of such a context. Lastly I shall emphasize the impor-
tance of rituals and the places associated with them in the develop-
ment of an individual and collective counter-memory, and the way
these factors enable expression of diverse, and sometimes divergent,
representations, interests, and emotions. This approach thus com-
bines an analysis of the remembering of past experience, mainly
as revealed in different forms of discourse, with an analysis of the
present experience of a collective memory, as notably revealed during
pilgrimages.

The role of community associations

In France, Europeans from Algeria seem not – or not often – to
find social settings propitious to expression of their memories outside
community associations. Mostly identity-oriented, these associations
represent a vigorous wellspring of shared memory that ties in with
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the identity of those concerned and their descendants. They organize
group events on differing scales, take part in ad hoc get-togethers, some-
times issue their own newspapers and magazines, and have numerous
websites.9

Their existence, however, should not blind us to the fact that not
all Pieds-Noirs are members of such associations and that the latter are
extremely diverse in character. Some of them strive to create a cultural
heritage, both tangible and intangible, revolving around elements like
cuisine and ‘Pataouète’, a pidgin whose sources include French, Ara-
bic, Italian, and Spanish.10 They gather the historical background from
before and after 1962, as well as accumulations of images, movies, doc-
umentaries, radio and TV broadcasts, writings about colonization and
the war, and autobiographies.11 The resultant body of knowledge is not
always notable as a critique of the colonial system: often it broadly epit-
omizes the official narrative once used to defend colonization, or focuses
on everyday trivia.12

Analysis of these associations points up a certain shift in interest away
from political and moral justifications, even if these persist, towards
history, roots, and other identity-related areas of concern. Notable in
this respect is the rise of genealogical research on the part of individu-
als or the associations themselves.13 In the 1980s, in addition to group
trips to Algeria, some associations began organizing visits to countries
that had been sources of earlier migration to the colony.14 They also, as
one means of establishing a public presence in France, arranged regular
or ad hoc commemorative activities centering on monuments or other
concrete reminders of the Algerian past, the war, and the colonization
process.15

As early as 1962, in some French cities and towns, monuments had
been erected16 to the memory of the European and/or harki popula-
tions, of the struggle for Algérie française, and even of leading members
of the terrorist Organisation armée secrète (OAS). Hundreds of (often
religious) objects and monuments had been brought back by the French
army, the Secours Catholique charitable organization, and private indi-
viduals.17 In addition, streets and municipal buildings were named after
people and events historically associated with either the war of indepen-
dence or the period of the French presence in Algeria. In many cases the
emphasis on the cultural also helped preserve an ostensible depoliticiza-
tion, which contrasts with the frank Heimatpolitik (homeland policy) of
the German expellees; yet the Pieds-Noirs’ depoliticization was, perhaps,
less ‘revelatory of an end to the influence of politics on their activities
than of a specific structuring of their discourse’.18
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Extraterritorial sites

While the associations have succeeded in building up a form of heritage
aimed, in part, at implanting a certain version of the past in various
public spaces, it is not always easy to infer a common discourse or a
shared adhesion on the part of Europeans from Algeria. This heritage
tells us more about association leaders’ concrete expectations and inten-
tions and the kind of mobilization and experience they were hoping to
foster. As Gabriel,19 very involved at the time in a pied-noir association,
put it: ‘We have friends from here who come along for the ceremony.
They watch and they ask questions, and that’s how things get handed
on . . . When the kids see the monument they’ll wonder what it’s about,
and they’ll ask their parents and grandparents, “What does this mean?”
And the parents will tell them, and with one thing leading to another,
things will live on.’20

On a larger scale, certain places have been taken over as symbols of
a now extraterritorial French Algeria. One notable example is Château
de Julhans, at Roquefort-la-Bédoule, a few kilometers from Aubagne
and Cassis. Since the late 1980s the château has been the scene of a
battle between Union syndicale de défense des intérêts des Français
repliés d’Algérie (USDIFRA), a pied-noir rights association,21 and the
Algerian government. In 1959 the property was acquired as a holi-
day camp by Caisse d’assurances sociales du commerce de la région de
Constantine (CASOC), a social security agency serving the Constantine
region in Algeria; after independence it was taken over, although with-
out title deeds, by the Algerian state, which tried to sell it in 1988.
USDIFRA responded by installing two pied-noir families and mounting
a legal challenge to Algeria’s ownership and sale of the château.22 Since
then the case has continued to drag on.23 In 1996 USDIFRA restored
the château’s chapel, renaming it Notre Dame des Pieds-Noirs, while
the property became a focal point for various pied-noir association
events. It also became home to a commune with ‘its own flag, anthem,
government, and identity card’.24

Carnoux-en-Provence, near Marseille, is a quite different instance of
reterritorialization in France: a municipality created in 1957 by and
for a population of Europeans from Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria.
Until the 1980s, Carnoux-en-Provence was unique in that it had the
only cemetery in France where Pieds-Noirs not resident in the munic-
ipality could be buried. The cemetery is like its European equiva-
lents in Algeria, with graves resembling chapels in which up to eight
bodies can be superposed; there are also numerous statues and a
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memorial with urns containing soil from Algeria, Morocco, Tunisia,
and other countries. The town’s architecture is equally distinctive –
houses with roof terraces – and its street names and monuments recall
the history of its residents. The church is dedicated to Notre Dame
d’Afrique and its bells were brought in from Saint-Denis-du-Sig in
Algeria. As in Algiers in the old days, a pilgrimage takes place every
15 August.

Today, places like these crystallize an idealized memory of together-
ness rooted in specific forms of socializing and the notion of a space
created by and for oneself. Indeed, Carnoux-en-Provence often looks
like this to outsiders:

Entering the village, a feeling of being in Morocco. The inhabitants
take a real pleasure in breathing the local air, in sharing a way of
life [. . .]. Here people have rediscovered their roots, free of nostalgia
and hatred. They have recreated their roots, laid out their streets, and
settled in. They are citizens of Carnoux.25

These same spaces, though, also reflect different experiences and prac-
tices, divergent individual and collective life paths, and sometimes
conflictual social relationships: ‘There was this hostility coming from
the Moroccans, who say they aren’t pieds-noirs. [. . .] When we arrived
[. . .] we felt a real animosity. They said we were acting tough, and why
hadn’t we gone to America.’26

Nonetheless, neither the associations nor these reterritorialized local-
ities have the same power as certain religious objects and places27 –
with their specific events, the pilgrimages – to mobilize Pieds-Noirs,
whether more or less active members of associations, or just occasional
participants. In France the pilgrimages – recreations of events which, in
Algeria, brought together believers with their roots in the same diocese –
now draw on a host of different networks based on social ties and kin-
ship and are often grounded in the past. Their distinct character also
lies in belonging to at least two settings – France and Algeria – in which
the shrines and pilgrimages still exist, even if in other forms. Since their
transfer to France the way they are organized seems to have changed
very little. And even given a certain decline in attendances, due to the
aging of the Algerian-born population and a relative lack of interest on
the part of the young, they remain a powerful rallying force, especially
in the case of the pilgrimage of Notre Dame de Santa Cruz in Nîmes.
They enable the recomposition of an ephemeral ‘collectiveness’ with its
own, temporarily relocated social spaces. In this way they contribute,
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on a provisional but recurrent basis, to the structuring of a pied-noir
community in France in a social setting conducive to the sharing of
memories.28

Pilgrimages: Notre Dame d’Afrique and Notre Dame de Santa
Cruz

The first of these pilgrimages harks back to 1846 and two women who set
up a shrine to the Virgin Mary near the Catholic boys’ school in Algiers.
This led to the building of an oratory and in turn, during the period
1855–72, a basilica on the promontory overlooking the sea.29 No miracle
attaches to the founding of this place of worship, which went on to
become a place of pilgrimage dedicated to Notre Dame d’Afrique, but it
was very soon linked to the story of the freeing of a number of Christian
slaves through the intercession of the Virgin.

In France the cult of Notre Dame d’Afrique underwent several ‘trans-
plantations’ after 1962, two of them of special interest: the pilgrimages
of Carnoux-en-Provence and Théoule-sur-Mer. The church in Carnoux
was built in 1964 and dedicated to Notre Dame d’Afrique in 1965. The
first national pilgrimage took place in 1972,30 and 1984 saw the found-
ing of the Carnoux Racines association – racines means roots – whose
duties included ongoing organization of the event.

The number of pilgrims is hard to estimate, yet the number of partic-
ipants has probably never been high. Several hundred people – perhaps
up to one or two thousand – arrive on 15 August 1997. At 9 a.m. a dozen
or so stands open on the main square near the church, selling photos,
souvenirs of Algeria, and food. The pilgrimage begins at 10 a.m. with a
ceremony at the war memorial, the pilgrims forming a semicircle to the
sound of military music. The director of the event31 recounts its back-
ground and calls on the participants not to forget their own. The speech
closes with a roll call of the fallen, followed by a minute’s silence and the
‘Song of the Africans’, the unofficial pied-noir anthem. The crowd breaks
up, some going to the church for Mass, which is followed by a commu-
nal meal, Benediction at 2:30 p.m., and a ceremony and procession in
honor of the Virgin.

The pilgrimage at Théoule-sur-Mer, near Cannes, was founded in 1990
by Joseph Ortiz, born in Algeria and considered one of the instigators of
the ‘week of the barricades’ in Algiers in 1960. A leading figure in the
OAS, he was condemned to death in absentia in 1961, and amnestied
in 1968. The pilgrimage is supported by the Federation for the Unity of
Refugees and Repatriates (FURR). A smaller-scale event, it is held on a
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morning in May or June32 and comprises a procession, a speech, and a
Mass followed by lunch. Over the years it has grown to include vending
stands and entertainment. It takes place at a memorial representing ‘the
memory of the Pieds-Noirs’, built in 1990 on an isolated site outside the
village.

The work of an association, the memorial is explicitly intended as a
site for commemoration, coming together, and identification. This role
is further underscored by ceramic plaques bearing the names of sub-
scribers and other associations, set into a low wall according to links
of kinship or affinity; and by two urns, one containing Joseph Ortiz’
ashes and the other earth collected from various cemeteries in Algeria
by ASCA, the Algerian Cemeteries Protection Association. The religious
items brought from Algeria, among them two bells from Constantine,
perform a similar function. The aim, too, is to provide a counter-
version of Franco-Algerian history: some subscribers to the memorial
describe themselves as refugees from Africa and/or Algeria and there
are plaques dedicated to executed OAS members or making reference
to events – the shoot-out of 26 March 1960 and the barricades – that
remain matters of dispute with France. The site’s commemorative aspect
aside, then, the purpose is also a historical and political rehabilitation
of personages and events closely but conflictually associated with the
Algerian War.

The pilgrimage comprises a procession with flags and a statue of
the Virgin to the shrine-memorial; there are three halts, during which
prayers are offered for the dead, the missing, pied-noir civilian victims,
and the harkis. The arrival of the procession at the memorial is fol-
lowed by a ceremony of homage to the flags and those who died in
Algeria; it includes specific mention of Jean-Marie Bastien-Thiry, Albert
Dovecar, Claude Piegts, and Roger Degueldre, all of whom were executed
for their clandestine activities in the OAS. In addition to the pilgrims
those present include representatives of the municipality, the military,
the Church, and pied-noir associations. A speech by a colonel, formerly
in charge of an engineering battalion in Algeria offers a counter-history,
beginning with the conquest of Algeria as a civilizing exercise and con-
cluding with an invocation of the Algerian War dead, whose place in
memory must be restored.33 The ceremony closes with the laying of a
wreath and a further tribute to those who lost their lives, followed by a
communal meal.

The pilgrimage of Notre Dame de Santa Cruz in Nîmes is somewhat
different, notably in respect of its extent and the absence of any cere-
mony for the dead or official reference to the Algerian War.34 This event
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recreates the great pilgrimage of Oran, in Algeria, which took place on
the feast of the Ascension at a shrine built in 1851.35 The shrine had
its origin in a miracle – the Virgin is said to have interceded on behalf
of the inhabitants of Oran in 1849, when rain put an end to a cholera
epidemic.36

The shrine came into being in the wake of the building of emergency
housing in Nîmes for some of Algeria’s Europeans in September 1963.
It is home to a statue of Notre Dame de Santa Cruz brought from Oran
and officially handed over to the bishop of Nîmes in June 1965. The first
pilgrimage took place in 1966 and the building of the shrine began in
1968. The number of pilgrims who attended in 1989 was estimated at
100,000–130,000,37 a pointer to the vitality of the networks generated
by their links with the past.

Practically deserted during the rest of the year, apart from Sundays and
one-day pilgrimages organized by associations,38 at the Ascension the
shrine becomes the focus for the devotion of Europeans from Algeria.
This central role is experienced and acted out by an unending flow of
visitors from France and abroad, for whom Nîmes becomes the pied-noir
capital for a day. Most of these men and women were born in Algeria
before 1962 and almost all are from the Oran region; the shrine, whose
museum contains statues of Notre Dame d’Afrique and St Augustine,
attempts to attract Pieds-Noirs from Algiers and Constantine, but with
only moderate success. Most of the visitors are Catholics, but there are
also Muslims and Jews, as well as distinct groups such as the ‘Gypsies’.39

Some, but not all of them, are members of associations. In recent years
pilgrims with no ties to Algeria have swelled the numbers, but those
from Oran and its region remain the majority.

The event begins on Wednesday evening with a vigil at the shrine.
This, however, draws relatively few of the faithful compared to the tens
of thousands who will begin arriving for the one-day pilgrimage at 5
a.m. the next morning. ‘Oranîmes’, as the site is called at pilgrimage
time, now overflows the shrine and spreads through the whole of the
surrounding neighborhood. As already mentioned, and despite the talk
of Nîmes as the ‘pied-noir capital for a day’, this is very largely an Oran
affair, as indicated by the numerous references to Spain.40

The neighborhood is divided up into three zones, each an integral
part of the pilgrimage: the shrine itself; a second area extending from
the shrine to the main street; and a third given over to the sale of food,
clothes, and music often ‘branded’ pied-noir or Algerian. The first two
zones include a ‘recreation’ of towns and villages in the Oran region and
neighborhoods in Oran itself, indicated by placards bearing the names
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given to them during the colonial period. The third zone, by contrast, is
basically commercial.

The range of individual activities is varied, including shopping, cel-
ebrating, and meeting old friends. The day of the pilgrimage is spent
coming and going between the shrine, the ‘village’ symbolized by its
placard and given concrete form by the presence of some of its former
inhabitants, the retail streets, and the Jean Paulhan cultural center, with
its stands. The latter feature associations, writers who have come to sell
their books, and sometimes exhibitions devoted to the sights of colo-
nial Algeria. Masses are celebrated alternately at the parish church and
the shrine, and the procession that begins at 2 p.m. is followed by High
Mass and the distribution of flowers and ribbons in the colors of the
Virgin.

Setting up networks

The highlighting of objects from Algeria – or from France but refer-
encing Algeria – helps to get people actively interested. A statue of the
little Virgin of Oran; a statuette in Carnoux supposedly from the basil-
ica of Notre Dame d’Afrique in Algeria; a replica of the statue of Notre
Dame d’Afrique; church bells; a Way of the Cross; banners: their pres-
ence seems essential to conferring physical existence on those bygone
days. They reveal, too, the still fundamental role of Christianity, not
only as a religion, but also as an identity marker in respect of the dif-
ferent populations that coexisted in Algeria. They also give the sites a
commemorative aspect, linking them to the lost cemeteries in Algeria.
Nonetheless this past is above all accessible to those who actually expe-
rienced it: objects, surviving artifacts, and buildings, all from different
periods41 are brought together in a single space, often when there is no
way of relating them to either their original or present-day historical
and social context.

This rallying process depends not only on objects but on networks
too; on a set of social relationships that reveals forms of inclusion and
exclusion. Take for example the actual shaping of the commemorative
and devotional spaces in Nîmes: those who are not Europeans from
Algeria are in the minority and are taking part in a staging of the self
and others which is negatively perceived by some locals. The absence of
Nîmes residents reinforces the split between the values embodied and
represented by the pilgrimage and those attributed to the ‘metropoli-
tan French’. The languages spoken – among them Spanish, Pataouète
and Arabic – together with the gestures, the sense of familiarity among
pilgrims and their degrees of receptiveness towards some of those
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regarded as outsiders, are all part of this staging and of the seem-
ing homogeneity of those attending, notably in respect of their ages
and (often informal) dress codes. At the same time the divisions are
equally public – away from the Masses and the processions the pilgrims
have various ways of venting their grudges against France or Algeria,
and expressing more recent discord between Oranese repatriates from
Toulouse, Paris, and Nice. And sometimes there are clashes with the
locals.

In most of the cases studied, these pilgrimages constitute on the one
hand an annual framework and backdrop for fresh expression of more
or less shared approaches to the past and the present, while on the
other they tend to exacerbate certain contrasts. One of these has to do
with those who were born in Algeria before 1962, and the later gener-
ations, born in other countries and very much in the minority at the
pilgrimages.

Varying registers of expectation

The staging of the pilgrimages is in the hands of organizers work-
ing within a cultural or religious association, although sometimes the
pilgrims themselves are in charge. It is not controlled by the civil
or religious authorities, whose active presence, while indispensable, is
often simply tolerated and even, in some cases, rejected. The running
of the pilgrimages by the associations adheres to a more or less stan-
dard pattern, with rituals that appear carefully orchestrated and reflect
detailed preparation on the part of those involved. Overall the situation
is marked by a mix between a certain level of control by those bent on
maintaining the memory of crucial aspects of a shared history and emo-
tional outpourings in which the sufferings of the past fuse with the joys
of reunion.

In contrast to the often overtly political rallies of German expellees,
politicians are not always welcome at these pied-noir pilgrimages and
ecclesiastics even less so – conflict with the Church seems more marked.
In Nîmes the bishop of the diocese attends but treads carefully. The con-
cern of the pilgrims is the European past in Algeria and, more explicitly
in Carnoux and Théoule, war and exile. Thus certain pilgrims tend to
subsume, when they do not subordinate it, the specifically religious and
devotional aspect into the commemorative side which is, for the most
part, opposed by the clergy.

Claims to organizational control are based on the history of the
founding of the venues, often built entirely with subscriptions and gifts
from Europeans from Algeria in places seen as pristine and open to
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appropriation. It is this notion of a space considered ‘virgin’ and thus
without a history of its own that legitimizes the kind of reverse colo-
nization that took place at Carnoux. Conducive to a ‘memorialization’
whose commemorative function embodies a form of social belonging,
this brings meaning to the space in question and helps establish its
existence for a group.42

For many Europeans from Algeria this commemorative, heritage-
inflected aspect is a driving force for their creation of these sites and
their participation in the events that take place at them. The religious
framework is seen as a means for rendering memory enduring within a
specific institutional setting. Europeans from Algeria do not place their
hopes – not to say their belief in protection or recognition of their his-
tory and its concrete traces – in state or political institutions, but in
the Church. In Nîmes, ‘The only thing that will live on is Santa Cruz,
because it’s part of the Church’;43 while in Carnoux, ‘The pilgrimage
exists to perpetuate a tradition, to ensure that it will be something that
lives on. And live on it will.’44

This religious devotion is overlaid with other kinds of expectations:
commemoration, of course, but also the reunions made possible by
the combination of a specific place, artifacts and the chance to get
together. The pilgrimage is the occasion for these reunions between
habitually separated relatives, friends and former neighbors, and for
informal spreading of news about the members of a now dispersed
group. In Carnoux and Nîmes at least, the initial circumstances and
choice of locality have enabled a transposition, notably through street
names and architecture, of distinctive geographical settings reminiscent
of other spaces. The pilgrimages also allow individuals to talk about
their present-day existences and their urge as a group to honor a shared
space they were once bound to; to commemorate specific events and
personages; and to defend values they hold in common.45 Thus does
a collective venture, with its expression and sharing of emotion and
memories, put forward – especially in Nîmes – an irenic vision of life in
colonial Algeria.

Rituals, commitment, and expression of emotion

Pilgrimage organizers tend to embed the event in religious practice
rather than in any politically symbolic form, even if the political aspect
is not totally absent and can be – especially in Théoule – overtly present.
The upshot of this opting for an identity in exile whose roots in religion
transcend divisions and differences, is often a relative depoliticization
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which can be interpreted in several ways: as avoidance of a political
stance perceived as critical; as adoption of a supposedly consensual,
anti-political register; or as a bypassing of representative and official
bodies.

However, it is this conversion of political themes – such as the
Algerian War, Algerian independence, and the circumstances of their
arrival in France – into commemorative and religious ones which, para-
doxically, has enabled a collective preservation of a form of protest
against the neglect of the history of French Algeria and the con-
struction of a counter-history. The existence of these places and their
embedding in the landscape are seen by their promoters – and their
detractors – as likely to fuel debate about Franco-Algerian history. For
some church and municipal authorities, and some local residents, these
events are signs of a nostalgia for the colonial system, a conflictual
form of memory, or a way of replaying the war. These critics thus pro-
nounce unfavorable judgments on the venting of suffering the events
involve, speculate as to the intensity of the pilgrims’ faith, and censure
the excesses. I have rarely heard this kind of criticism from Pieds-
Noirs themselves, including those who do not take part in pilgrimages.
The nostalgic element may indeed be present, but the Pieds-Noirs
have nonetheless adopted these pilgrimages as a ‘legitimate’ outlet for
expression of emotions and memories which in other places and cir-
cumstances would find no audience or would generally be considered
highly inappropriate.

This commemorative and devotional space is a divided one, marked
by a mix of issues and antagonisms – political, ideological, and social –
having to do with group definition and self-assertion.46 For the repre-
sentatives of the Church I met in Nîmes, the model of Christ as the
exemplar of forgiveness and mercy provides the interpretive framework
for the pilgrims’ motivation. Some of them, who have officiated and/or
been born in Algeria, also stress the importance of understanding this
approach as a religious and devotional linking of individuals to the
present and the future in France, and of not dismissing it as a mere
‘Day of Remembrance’ entirely focused on the Algerian past.

The lay organizers of the Nîmes pilgrimage have a stated policy of
freedom of expression. As they see it, any attempt to impose a set
framework and direction, as in Théoule, results in a small turnout. Nev-
ertheless, in the conduct of the pilgrimages factors like the time frames
and venues, commemorative plaques, inscriptions on rock faces, funeral
urns, and the Oran village and neighborhood signs in Nîmes, all con-
tribute in their different ways to structuring the pilgrims’ experience
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and fostering identification with a common history. On pilgrimage day
in Nîmes, against the backdrop of the objects, photos, and statues in the
shrine’s museum, visitors tell personally-revealing stories which often
trigger outbursts of emotion in their listeners. These reactions seem to
be rendered even more intense by the war memorial, the grotto with its
ex-votos and concealed funeral urns, and the nearby walls on which the
hand-inscribed names of pilgrims are sometimes accompanied by a date,
place of birth, and adoptive home in France. In the early days candles
were lit, too.

While these inscriptions do not give an exact idea of how many fam-
ilies were forced into an exile clearly associated here with a real or
symbolic death, they nonetheless link pilgrims ‘concretely’ to a place.
At the same time they engender a sense of proximity with the people
and families whose names are there and with whom one can read-
ily identify – especially in the case of a shared surname. This sense
of proximity seems to reach its apogee on pilgrimage days, when the
inscriptions – discussed and sometimes added to – suddenly spring to
life. Thus the pilgrimages give rise to an experience in which emo-
tion is a vital aspect of the commitment of believers and non-believers
alike.

Even so, the release of emotions and memories which in other places
or contexts might cause unease or hostility is often channeled here
in socially recognized and accepted ways. Through the pilgrimage and
devotion to the Virgin as a symbol of the past and of a social, local,
regional, and even national space, individuals are able to turn their
affective reactions and pent-up feelings into shared views of their history
and even a common cause.

At the same time the many expectations associated with this recog-
nition and the content of this history as perceived by those taking
part in the pilgrimage remain hard to pin down. They may include
motives ranging from a simple need for contact with relatives and
friends, to more political stances involving idealization of French Algeria
or the verbalizing of grudges against France. The event itself reveals
such partially contradictory feelings among the participants as attach-
ment to and disengagement from Algeria combined with a love/hate
relationship with France. While focused on the Algerian past, all
these events also foreground the ambiguity of the relationship with
France as a homeland; Algeria is invoked rather as the motherland,
a locus of shared roots and a common history inextricably tied to
France.



Pied-Noir Pilgrimages, Commemorative Spaces, Counter-Memory 225

Conclusion

In their bringing together of commemoration and heritage as a touch-
stone, these various symbolic and concrete forms of memory give rise to
practices of spatial appropriation and performative expression of social
bonds founded on ties with both past and present. These ties have to
do not only with war and experiences of exile, but also with trajec-
tories, lives lived, social relationships, and family trees with roots in
Algeria – in short everything (and everybody) definitively left behind.
They also reflect the variety of origins of the Pieds-Noirs, which remains
an important element for understanding the differences in the process
of manufacturing memories between the German and the French cases.
The interest of this history, of personal references to it, and of elements
with potential heritage significance, also lies in the people who embody
it. Individually and collectively they are proof that the discrediting and
condemnation of colonialism have not put an end to an intimately
experienced relationship with Algeria’s past, one which remains a motor
or a leaven for social bonds. This does not mean, however, that those
concerned are lamenting the passing of a once prized colonial political
system.

Incorporation into a Catholic religious framework is significant at
several levels over and above the purely devotional, faith-led expecta-
tions and motives whose importance should not be underestimated. The
pilgrimages are also the source of collective emotional release, chan-
neled through a religious medium, and of a relationship with their
localities. The religious framework is also perceived as the only means of
perpetuating memories in a non-state context, given that in both France
and Algeria the concrete physical underpinning of the pilgrims’ history
no longer exists.

In Algeria, it should be remembered, the Catholic past, in parallel with
an anti-clericalism tempered by the ideological and political imperatives
of colonization,47 was one of the formative elements in the national her-
itage discourse. It found expression in ‘patrimonialization’ and cultural
activity centering on social and religious sites and contexts of partic-
ular significance to Europeans from Algeria, themselves often marked
by an ambivalent mix of rejection and commonality where the coun-
try’s other confessions were concerned. Their enduring commitment to
this context, while it does not justify any assumption of uniform reli-
gious practice – or even of unquestioning loyalty to a shared faith –
invites a fresh approach to the role of Catholicism in colonial Algeria in
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terms of identity construction and negotiation, and to the way the shift
is effected from religious habitus to cultural heritage. It also backs up
other, already classical analyses of the ability of religious frameworks to
‘reinvent an ethos of continuity from which a group draws new reasons
for believing in its own capacity to endure’.48 It proves, furthermore,
that incorporation into a religious setting cannot be dismissed as pure
exploitation of ritual for profane ends or a simple expression of reli-
gious devotion, both of these interpretations failing signally to embrace
the totality of the collective experiences involved.

Comparative analysis of these pilgrimages, with their similarities –
among them territorial embedding, recourse to ritual, organization, the
devotional aspect, emphasis on reunion, shaping of a counter-history –
and such divergences as the numbers they attract and their political and
historical stances, stated either explicitly or as footnotes to the principal
activity, is enlightening in this respect. It points up the gap existing in
France between different forms of relationship with the past and with
Algeria. For many French people the image of Algeria is often tied to the
war, as the number of academic and literary publications on the subject
indicates; the war is even, in some cases, taken as the overall interpretive
filter for colonization and its ultimate outcome. However, it is at once in
this Algeria and in another – the human social space of the generations
who lived there – that the life of the Pieds-Noirs takes on its meaning.
Their history in Algeria is not concentrated in the seven years of conflict
to which their existence is so often, not to say systematically, consigned.
When the topic of the war is raised, in particular during the pilgrimages,
the reference is also to a set of events that put an end to this human
social space – whatever one’s moral judgments on the subject may be.

Although some find this Algerian past ‘wrongful’ or reprehensible,
it remains an integral part of the pied-noir narrative identity, of those
‘stories individuals tell themselves to give meaning to their lives and
actions, and collective histories that are formed in a relational con-
text’.49 To take this into account is to integrate into our analysis the fact
that the memory of colonial Algeria covers a field much broader than
the one focused on in political and academic controversy. It involves
‘memories, adjustments of historical relationships, more or less dis-
counted narratives, and most of all ways of being attesting to the current
state of social relations’.50

Pilgrimages, rituals, and their shrines are frames of reference, islands
on which a part of this shared memory of Algeria is concentrated.
They represent recurring temporalities and contexts in which unity is
reshaped out of dispersion and change is masked by maintenance of
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continuity. They are part of this zone of exile which has seen the con-
struction of a body of knowledge of a past now considered an unfit
subject for reflection and evocation. This corpus references not only the
major structural events of the history of France in Algeria, but also the
historical biographies of all concerned. As memories recede and those
who lived in Algeria become less numerous, these biographies continue
to revivify their identity as both Europeans from Algeria and as exiles.51
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Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Polish-(West)German relations were
severely strained by two issues: first, the contested Oder–Neisse border
established in 1945 and confirmed by the GDR in 1950, and second,
the expulsion of several millions of Germans from what again in 1945
had become the western parts of Poland. The Ostpolitik by West German
chancellor Willy Brandt from 1969 to 1974 towards communist Poland,
the USSR and the GDR, as well as two bilateral treaties between reunited
Germany and now democratic Poland (on the Oder–Neisse border in
1990 and on good neighborship and friendly cooperation in 1991)
fundamentally improved relations between Warsaw and Bonn.

The 1990s thus can be considered a honeymoon of reconciliation
through a fair and open dialogue between German and Polish politi-
cians, intellectuals, journalists, writers, church representatives and, in
particular, historians on painful periods in the long common history:
the partitions of Poland in the 18th century, in which Prussia actively
participated; repressive politics by Prussia and Germany towards its
Poles in the 19th century; the German invasion of Poland in 1939
followed by the terror of occupation until 1944 which included mass
killings, ethnic cleansing, deportation, forced labor, imprisonment and
the Holocaust; ‘wild’ expulsions of Germans by Polish militia, military
and civilians from the ‘regained territories’ in 1945; the internment of
Germans in Polish camps – with high death rates; and mass deporta-
tions of Germans by Polish and Soviet authorities to the British Zone of

233
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Occupation in Germany from 1945 to 1948. By the end of the 1990s,
it seemed as if reunited Germans and Poles freed from communism
had found common ground in interpreting their closely and tragically
interwoven national histories.

In 2000, however, things changed rapidly for the worse: the project
of a ‘Center Against Expulsions’ proposed by the German Federation of
Expellees (Bund der Vertriebenen (BdV)) in order to commemorate the
fate of some 12 million Germans who fled or were expelled from east
central Europe in and after 1945 caused a fierce Polish–German media
controversy which spilled over into the two societies and the political
realm. On the national, bilateral and European level this had a four-
fold result: first, the governments in Warsaw and Berlin, together with
those in Bratislava and Budapest, agreed in 2004 to found a ‘European
Network of Remembrance and Solidarity’ to deal with the tragic his-
tory of Europe in the twentieth century in a manner that fostered
some consensus; second, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of
Europe proposed to set up a ‘European Remembrance Center of Vic-
tims of Forced Population Movements and Ethnic Cleansing’ in 2005;
third, in 2007, the Polish government decided to found a ‘Museum
of World War II’ in Gdańsk (the former Danzig) with the aim of pla-
cing the Polish view of recent history into a European context; and
fourth, in 2008 the German government launched a ‘Federal Founda-
tion Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation’ in Berlin which was given the
task of designing a permanent exhibition on the fate of the expelled
Germans, again in the context of the history of twentieth-century
Europe.1

Despite more often than not that the national memories of Germans,
Poles, and other Europeans clash over World War II and its con-
sequences, the very fact that in central Europe bilateral and even
multilateral discourses on these sensitive topics are feasible is a remark-
able post-1989 improvement, and differs considerably from the lack
of international consensus in the Franco-Algerian case. However, the
first constructive East–West debates had taken place already among
Polish and (West) German historians during the Cold War. While the
Prague Spring of 1968 had interrupted for two decades the activity of a
German-Czechoslovak committee on history textbooks established the
year before, a German–Polish committee on textbooks founded in 1972
developed more promisingly. Again in the late phase of the East–West
conflict, civil society actors such as human rights activists, dissidents
and clergymen in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland discussed sen-
sitive issues of bilateral relations not only among themselves and with



Towards a European Memory of Forced Migration? 235

their West German partners, but also with spokespersons of the citizens’
movement in the GDR.

The intense and temporarily heated transnational debate on forced
migration which central European actors initiated during the first five
years of the twenty-first century did not grow into a Europe-wide
debate for three reasons: first, for most Northern, Western and South-
ern European societies, forced migration was not an issue; second, Poles
and Czechs, and to a much lesser degree also Slovaks and Hungarians,
tried to limit the debate on this topic to relations with (now reunited)
Germans; and third, the eastern enlargement of the European Union
in 2004 triggered fierce discussions in the European Parliament on two
rather different topics: should the memory of communist mass crimes be
part of a pan-European culture of remembrance? And should the mem-
ory of the Holocaust become part of the politics of history and culture of
remembrance of the eight new EU member states in east central Europe?
Despite this, however, the transnational debate by central Europeans on
forced migration resulted not, as one could have expected, in institu-
tions narrowly focused on a regional basis, but amongst those with a
considerable impact at the Europe-wide level. This holds true, in par-
ticular, for new history museums in Poland and Germany, as will be
demonstrated.

That the delicate topic of forced migrations at all proved suitable to
provide common ground for transnational dialogue and even reconcil-
iation among ‘expellee societies’ and ‘expeller societies’ was due to a
profound change in the moral evaluation of state-driven expulsion of
‘unwanted’ ethnic groups during the late twentieth century. Whereas
up to the end of the Cold War ‘population exchange’ was considered
a deplorable, yet somehow legitimate mode of operation of nation-
states, the collapse of state-socialism and the wars in a disintegrating
Yugoslavia of the 1990s – here in particular due to the media cover-
age of ethnic cleansing by expulsion as well as by genocide – changed
public opinion in most of Europe. And in the specific Polish–German
case, the fact that after 1989 the deportation of Poles to Siberia during
the Soviet occupation of 1939–41 and the expulsion of Poles from now
Soviet Western Ukraine, Western Belarus and Lithuania to the People’s
Republic of Poland (itself shifted westward post World War II), became
a topic of public debate, and made things easier regarding Germany –
Poles were not only expellers, but themselves to a large degree victims
of expulsions.

The Polish–German case is unique in at least two regards: first, in
comparable cases of mass forced migration involving neighboring states
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like Greece and Turkey, India and Pakistan, or Turkey and Armenia,
transnational dialogue even among historians is still in its early stages –
if it has started at all. Also, public debates there are thoroughly dom-
inated by ethnocentric and nationalist patterns of interpretation. And
secondly, no institutionalization has taken place, either in the form of
bi- or multilateral initiatives to overcome a conflictual past, or in the
form of museums applying the principle of multiperspectivity.

However, the global change of paradigm concerning state-driven
forced migration during the twentieth century – from acceptance to
criminalization – as well as a trend towards a European memory, pro-
moted top-down by pan-European actors like the Council of Europe, the
OSCE and the European Union and by some national governments, but
also bottom-up by civic society and transnational NGOs, have produced
early results. They are most visible in Polish, German and Czech plans
for new museums dealing exclusively, predominantly, or partly with
twentieth-century flight, expulsion, ethnic cleansing and other forms
of forced migration. And a European-wide litmus test will be the ‘House
of European History’ founded by the European Parliament, due to be
opened in Brussels in 2016.

In the following, I will cover the post-Cold War global change
of paradigm concerning forced population exchange followed by an
overview of national, mesoregional, and European initiatives to include
the memory on forced migration in cultures of remembrance, this pre-
dominantly via new institutions including museums. And finally, I will
examine three Europeanizing effects in the European-wide debate on
the place of forced migration in cultures of remembrance – in the
inner-German discourse, in the Polish–German dialogue, and on the
‘EUropean level’ where the Polish–German case serves as a role model.

A new global paradigm: the outlawing of ethnic cleansing

In their 2011 book No Return, No Refuge: Rites and Rights in Minority
Repatriation, Howard Adelman and Elazar Barkan propose a new peri-
odization of the twentieth century based on legal and public definitions
and perceptions of forced migration: 1900–45 when ‘the right to expel’
was considered an international norm; 1945–92 when under Cold War
conditions ethnic cleansing was outlawed; and 1992 to the present,
when reversing ethnic cleansing was declared a duty of the international
community.2 In doing so, Adelman and Barkan underline a striking shift
of paradigm in the moral evaluation of ethno-politically motivated and
state-induced forced migration. What up to 1945 was euphemistically
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labeled ‘population transfer’ and was perceived as a legal means with
which to homogenize a nation-state ethnically, was condemned now as
a crime against humanity, even as genocide.3

‘The strange triumph of human rights’ identified by Mark Mazower4

had, however, no immediate impact on the new political realities in
postwar Europe. In 1945 and the years to follow, Germans were expelled
from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Yugoslavia; Poles from the
Soviet Union; and Macedonians from Greece. Ukrainians were reset-
tled by force within Poland; Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians were
deported to Siberia, and so on. The foundation of India, Pakistan and
Israel as independent states in 1948 had similar and numerically even
larger consequences. In 1974, Cyprus was divided along ethnic lines
under the eyes of the United Nations. In the following year, the postwar
ethnic separation of the inhabitants of Trieste and its hinterland was
legalized by the Italian–Yugoslav Treaty of Osimo. And as late as 1989,
the communist regime of Bulgaria succeeded in driving more than
300,000 Turkish-speaking citizens out of the country without facing
major international protest.5

According to Adelman and Barkan, however, the wars in the former
Yugoslavia in the 1990s represented a turning point. Not only was eth-
nic cleansing condemned, but it was declared a duty of the international
community to reverse it (see the Dayton Accord of 1995 on Bosnia and
Herzegovina and the Rambouillet Agreement of 1999 on Kosovo).6 The
paradigm shift was complete. Its most visible result was the concept
of a Responsibility to Protect, which legalizes under strict conditions
humanitarian intervention, even in its military form,7 a new doctrine in
international public law that experienced a breathtaking ascent within
the span of a mere decade, as marked, for instance, by UN Security
Council Resolution 1973 (2011) on a no-fly zone over Libya, which was
based on this principle.

A bone of contention: the expellees’ proposal of a ‘Center
Against Expulsions’

The prompt reversal by military means of ethnic cleansing in Kosovo in
1999 had a profound impact on reunited Germany. In party politics, the
social-democratic/green coalition government of Gerhard Schröder and
Joschka Fischer now faced at least two dilemmas. They had to explain to
their own supporters Germany’s active participation in NATO’s air raid
campaign against Slobodan Milošević’s rump-Yugoslavia and they had
to come up with an explanation as to why in their view the expulsion
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of more than 900,000 Kosovar Albanians in 1999 was not comparable
to the expulsion of some 12 million Germans from east central Europe
in the second half of the 1940s.

This was the hour of the Christian-democratic backbencher and
newly elected president of the German Federation of Expellees, Erika
Steinbach. Together with her social-democratic ally Peter Glotz she set
up a foundation called ‘Center Against Expulsions’ (Zentrum gegen
Vertreibungen) and demanded the support – including financial contri-
butions – of the federal government and parliament. Steinbach proposed
to found the center in the form of a museum in Berlin, ‘in the histori-
cal and geographical vicinity’ of the ‘Memorial to the Murdered Jews of
Europe’ then still under construction.8

What was intended as a provocation of the Schröder-Fischer govern-
ment and as a purposeful violation of the rules of German political
correctness had a twofold effect. On the national level, it triggered a pub-
lic debate on Germans not solely as perpetrators but now also as victims.
On the bilateral level it started a bitter controversy with Polish politi-
cians and media representatives, and also was met with harsh criticism
in the Czech Republic, where the new German victims’ perspective was
interpreted as means of relativizing German war crimes. This is not the
place to discuss these national and bilateral polemics and the fears and
suspicions that lay behind them, a task that has been undertaken with
diligent thoroughness in recent years.9 Instead I will examine the insti-
tutional consequences of inner-German and Polish–German discussions
and their spillover effects on actors on the European level.

Initiatives of the German state: from the ‘visible sign’ in
Berlin to the federal German Foundation Flight, Expulsion,
Reconciliation

In Germany, the institutionalization process initiated by the private
foundation ‘Center Against Expulsions’ in 2000 resulted in 2008 in the
creation of a state-funded institution under the federal roof – Foun-
dation Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation (Stiftung Flucht, Vertreibung,
Versöhnung). The first step in this direction was a resolution by the fed-
eral parliament of July 2002 entitled ‘For a European-Oriented Center
against Expulsions’.10 By trying to hijack the Steinbach–Glotz initiative,
and at the same time by ‘Europeanizing’ it, the red-green govern-
ment attempted to defuse what was perceived as a bombshell planted
by the expellees’ organization beneath the foundations of reunited
Germany’s relations with its eastern neighbors. Steinbach’s and the
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BdV’s activities were considered particularly detrimental to Berlin’s
relations with Warsaw, since in 2000 leading German expellee repre-
sentatives had founded the ‘Prussian Claims Society, Inc.’ (Preussische
Treuhand), modeled on the Jewish Claims Conference. It aimed at resti-
tution of and compensation for property lost by German expellees in
what was now Poland.11

Notwithstanding German governmental and parliamentarian coun-
termeasures, the appearance of the ‘Center Against Expulsions’ and the
‘Prussian Claims Society, Inc.’ on the political scene and their mate-
rial demands caused a massive wave of public outrage in Poland in
2003. Polish–German media polemics now reached a level which led the
two presidents of state, the post-communist Aleksander Kwaśniewski in
Poland and the social democrat Johannes Rau in Germany, to take com-
mon action. In October 2003 they released in Gdańsk a joint declaration
calling for ‘a sincere European dialogue’ on ‘all cases of resettlement,
flight and expulsion’. The declaration emphasized the importance of
the ‘spirit of reconciliation and friendship’ and enjoined participants to
avoid ‘claims on compensation, mutual accusations and presenting the
other side with balance sheets of crimes and losses’.12

The result of their initiative was the German–Polish foundation of a
Central European-wide cooperation network dealing with the delicate
topic of expulsions and ethnic cleansing in twentieth-century Europe,
as the Bundestag had demanded in 2002. This network was negotiated
in 2004, and in the following year its form was fixed in a quadrilateral
agreement by the ministers of culture of Poland, Germany, Hungary,
and Slovakia.13 The rationale of Berlin and Warsaw was that this network
would provide a counterweight to the negative effects of the national –
and nationalist – ‘Center Against Expulsions’.

However, federal elections in Germany in 2005 led to a replacement
of the red-green government by a coalition of Christian democrats
and social democrats under the conservative Angela Merkel. Similarly
in Poland in 2004, the ruling party of socialists and peasants had
been replaced by a national conservative government under Jarosław
Kaczyński as a result of the elections to the Sejm. Both developments
changed things considerably. The network project now was politically
downgraded in both Berlin and Warsaw. Under Merkel’s coalition agree-
ment the foundation of another institution, alongside the network, was
mentioned: ‘A visible sign in Berlin in order to remember the wrongs of
expulsions and to outlaw expulsion forever.’14

In combination with the coming to power of the government of the
Kaczyński brothers’ Law and Justice Party, this new German initiative
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led to a standstill in Polish–German relations. The result was that both
projects, the European network and the cryptic ‘visible sign’, stagnated.
Yet even with the new liberal Tusk government in place in Poland in
2007, little progress was made. While Warsaw reluctantly agreed to a
revitalization of the European network, it refused to participate in any
way in the ‘visible sign’.15 Thus, Christian as well as social democrats in
Berlin decided to pursue it as a national project of Germany, without
the participation of neighboring states. In March 2008, the coalition
partners agreed to turn ‘the visible sign against flight and expulsion’
into a federal foundation attached to the ‘German Historical Museum’
(Deutsches Historisches Museum) in the capital of united Germany.16

The new institution was tasked to set up a permanent exhibition in the
Deutschlandhaus building in downtown Berlin, as well as a documenta-
tion and information center. By a special law on 30 December 2008 the
Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Reconciliation was inaugurated.17

In late 2009, still during the foundation’s build-up phase, a massive
conflict broke out between the Federation of Expellees on one side and
the new Christian–liberal government on the other. The apple of discord
was the personal participation of Steinbach on the new foundation’s
board of trustees. This resulted in June 2010 in an amendment of the law
on the foundation, and it was only in 2011 that the process of found-
ing the new institution, at least in legal and organizational terms, was
completed, without Steinbach on the board of trustees.18

According to this law, the purpose of the Federal Foundation Flight,
Expulsion, and Reconciliation is ‘to preserve the memory of flight and
expulsion in the twentieth century in the spirit of reconciliation’. Its
focus is on ‘flight and expulsion in the historical context of World
War II and the National Socialists’ policies of expansion and extermi-
nation and their consequences’. Thereby, ‘flight and expulsions of the
Germans shall be presented within the general context of forced migra-
tion in twentieth-century Europe’.19 The following modes of operation
are listed: a permanent exhibition; temporary exhibitions; documenta-
tion, in particular personal records and oral history sources; popular-
ization of research; and cooperation with national and international
institutions.20

Up to 2011, the foundation had been riddled by political and struc-
tural problems which resurfaced in 2014. The decision-making body is
the 21-member Board of Trustees, which draws on the expertise of a 15-
member Advisory Council; while alongside these, 36 mandate holders,
a director, and an academic staff consisting of only two people (plus
librarians, curators, archivists and administrators) is in place. Also, the
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reconstruction of the Deutschlandhaus building began only in 2014, as
did the systematic acquisition of objects for the exhibition. And finally,
the all-German Board of Trustees with its six seats for representatives
of the Federation of Expellees on the one hand, and the international
Advisory Council with members from Poland, the US, Hungary and
Switzerland on the other, hold occasionally divergent views on how the
wording of the law on the foundation should be interpreted and turned
into practice. This is particularly apparent in the areas regarding the
causal link between Nazi aggression and the expulsion of Germans, as
well as for the percentages of a German versus European dimension in
the planned permanent exhibition.

On the other hand, the new foundation has a budget of some
four million euros annually (plus some 30 million euros for recon-
struction works), from 2018 on it will possess an attractive high-tech
museum building in the very center of Berlin, and it is entitled to
organize international conferences, grant fellowships, build up a spe-
cialized library, publish books, and so on. Thus it has the potential one
day to become a renowned center of research and scholarly exchange
on forced migration processes of European and perhaps even global
significance.

However, when in June 2015 the strong BdV representation on the
Board of Trustees pushed through its own candidate for the post of
the foundation’s director, several German members and the Polish
and Hungarian representatives of the Advisory Council (including the
author of this chapter) immediately resigned.21 Thereby, a twofold struc-
tural problem became obvious. On the one hand, the Board of Trustees
and the Advisory Council favor diametrically opposed approaches, and
on the other, most of the non-BdV members on the Board of Trustees do
not question the leadership opinions of their BdV colleagues regarding
the future direction of the foundation. The BdV ideal is a memorial by
expellees for expellees, not an internationally recognized research center
on forced migration with a European perspective.22

A failed Polish initiative: the project for a center for
remembrance of forced migration in Europe

In September 2003, at the peak of open German–Polish polemics over
the BdV’s ‘Center Against Expulsions’ and shortly before the Gdańsk
Declaration by presidents Kwaśniewski and Rau, the oppositional lib-
eral Sejm deputy Bogdan Klich succeeded in winning over central
European and British members of the Parliamentary Assembly of the
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Council of Europe to file a motion for a recommendation on the estab-
lishment of a Center for European Nations’ Remembrance under the
council’s auspices.23 This motion was explicitly formulated as an alterna-
tive to the Steinbach–Glotz project, with its focus on German expellees.
It opted instead for ‘a wide-reaching, multinational character’ aiming
‘at commemorating the tragic experience of Europeans in the twentieth
century’.24 In November 2003, a majority of deputies of the Polish Sejm
supported Klich’s initiative,25 and in July 2004 the Council of Europe’s
Committee on Migration, Refugees and Population began to deal with
the Polish proposal.

However, in December 2004, when the committee’s rapporteur on the
issue, the Swedish left-socialist Mats Einarsson, presented his report,
it came as an unpleasant surprise for the Polish side. Not only did
Einarsson shift the focus to ‘deportation, expulsion, transfer and forced
resettlement’, he even changed the name of the proposed institution to
‘European Remembrance Center of Victims of Forced Population Move-
ments and Ethnic Cleansing’.26 Moreover, when in January 2005 the
Parliamentary Assembly debated the recommendation, supporters could
not achieve the two-thirds majority necessary to task the Committee of
Ministers with the founding of the proposed center.

The reasons for this failure were not so much Polish-Swedish dif-
ferences concerning profile and name, as they were further divisions
amongst the parliamentarians in Strasbourg. The French and the Russian
delegations in the Parliamentary Assembly teamed up against the word
‘deportation’ in the proposal. While from the French perspective, this
term should be used exclusively for victims of the Shoah, the Russian
deputies were strictly against any critical reassessment of mass depor-
tations of Soviet citizens ordered by Stalin.27 That was the end of the
Polish initiative in its modified Swedish form. Attempts to revitalize it
in 2005 and 2006 failed.

The quadrilateral European Network Remembrance and
Solidarity

In late 2003, parallel to the Klich foray in the Council of Europe, the
red-green government in Berlin and the socialist-peasant one in Warsaw
agreed in principle on a bilateral initiative to counter the negative effects
of the Steinbach–Glotz project on Polish–German relations. The new
German Minister of Culture Christina Weiss and her Polish counter-
part Waldemar Dąbrowski took the lead and came up with a design
called ‘Visegrád + 2’. Visegrád stood, of course, for the four states of the
Visegrád Group – Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and Hungary,
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and ‘+ 2’ meant Germany and Austria. The six agreed on a German
proposal to discuss the establishment of what according to the German
side was to be called the European Network on Forced Migration and
Expulsions.

Yet even in the first round of negotiations in April 2004 in Warsaw two
major problems arose. First, the Czech side openly tried to sabotage the
project, and Austria retreated to the position of a mere observer. And
second, the Polish side refused categorically to accept any reference
to forced migration, ethnic cleansing, expulsion, and so on in the
name of the institution about to be founded. It instead insisted that
all tragic events of the twentieth century affecting Europeans should
be dealt with, including the Second Boer War of 1899–1902 in British
South Africa, and that the two totalitarianisms of Nazi Germany and
the Stalinist Soviet Union should be the focus.28 In February 2005,
finally, the four ministers of culture still participating in the pro-
cess, that is the German, Polish, Slovak and Hungarian representatives,
signed a letter of intent to found what now was to be called the
‘European Network Remembrance and Solidarity’,29 and in the sum-
mer of the same year the legal foundations were laid. However, that
was it since, as mentioned above, the election results and ensuing polit-
ical changes in Berlin and Warsaw put the network project on ice for
years. Only in 2011 did the quadrilateral project revive, with working
bodies, a head office in Warsaw, a staff, conferences, publications, and
so on.

Today, forced migration is one among many topics with which the
network is preoccupied. According to its mission statement, the network
deals with the

history of the twentieth century and popularization of historical
knowledge in trans-national, European context. [It] wants to con-
tribute to [the] creation of [a] community of memory which will
take into consideration [the] different experiences of nations and
countries of Europe. This kind of community of memory can be
established only when all its members will accept the principle of
solidarity as [a] basic and common rule for thinking and acting.
Application of this principle means [acquainting] oneself with expe-
riences of the others and [respecting] those who see and feel the past
differently.30

In 2014, Romania joined the network, and in 2015 Albania indicated
that it was thinking about joining. However, no Northern, Western or
Southern European minister of culture so far has done the same.
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Two sidetracks: initiatives from Prague and Brussels

As mentioned, the Czech Republic stayed out of all of the projects
described above, and even tried to thwart their realization. The expul-
sion of the Germans from the Sudeten regions, in Czech odsun (meaning
literally, and euphemistically, ‘removal’), so far has been considered by
all post-1989 governments in Prague as too sensitive a subject to deal
with on bilateral, sub-regional or European levels. Accordingly, the topic
is only addressed in local contexts. For instance, the Municipal Museum
of Ústí nad Labem in Northern Bohemia plans to open a permanent
exhibition on the history and culture of the Germans in the Czech lands
that will also cover their expulsion,31 including the brutal killing of sev-
eral dozens, if not hundreds of Germans in Ústí (formerly Aussig), on
31 July 1945.

In order to counterbalance German and other initiatives focused of
forced migration, the Czech Republic promoted another sensitive topic
of European twentieth-century history. Accordingly, a new ‘Platform
of European Memory and Conscience’ set up in 2011 in Prague with
support from the Visegrád Four does not mention forced migration or
ethnic cleansing in its program.32 It concentrates exclusively on what
are called ‘totalitarian crimes’ committed by ‘Nazism, Stalinism, fascist
and communist regimes’ and thus resembles the Klich initiative in the
Council of Europe of 2003. The platform by now has broadened its
membership and is active particularly in Brussels. Due to its single-topic
focus on establishing an International Court on Communist Crimes its
achievements are so far modest.

Another initiative is the project of the European Parliament to build
a ‘House of European History’ in Brussels to be opened in 2016. The
programmatic outline for this museum, which was written in 2008 by
a group of historians and museum experts from all over Europe, states:
‘The end [of World War II] triggered mass migrations on the European
continent. With 12 to 14 million refugees and displaced persons –
primarily from areas in what had been eastern Germany – Germany pro-
vided the largest group.’33 However, in referring only in general terms to
‘the chaos of expulsions and actions of retribution’ the revised concept
of the exhibition of 2013 is much less explicit,34 and the founding direc-
tor, the Slovene expert on museums Taja Vovk van Gal, has made only
cryptic statements, such as the following: ‘[The House of European His-
tory] is not about exhibiting a European mosaic of countries, but about
displaying a reflexive European history, also including dark chapters
such as colonialism and armed conflicts’.35 It will be interesting to see at
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the museum’s opening whether the ‘dark chapter’ of forced migration
will also be included.

Conclusions: the great convergence?

The EU’s eastern enlargement of 2004 by ten new member states, among
them eight from east central Europe, had one immediate effect which
came as a considerable surprise to the members of the European Par-
liament of the 15 West European states – now ‘history’ and ‘memory’
became heatedly discussed topics in the parliament. Within a short time,
long and occasionally loud debates on the legacy of Stalinism; on the
comparability of Gulag and Holocaust; or how to deal with the mem-
ory of the Franco dictatorship in Spain took place, and resolutions on
a broad variety of historical issues such as the genocide of Serbs against
Bosnian Muslims in Srebrenica in 1995; the Holocaust; the Holodomor
(the hunger catastrophe in Soviet Ukraine in 1932–3); and on ‘European
Conscience and Totalitarianism’ were adopted.36 The latter resolution
tried to bridge the gap between the ‘new’ members of parliament and
the ‘old’ ones – with German MEPs as go-betweens.

While French, British, and other Western European MEPs insisted
that the Holocaust should be the focal point of European memory,
Polish, Estonian, Hungarian and other new MEPs demanded that the
memory of Soviet oppression and communist mass crimes should be
attributed the same weight. Ultimately, the rejection of totalitarianism
in whichever form, be it Stalinist, Communist, Nazi or Fascist, turned
out to be the smallest common denominator. In 2008, this compromise
was cast into the proclamation of 23 August – the day when in 1939 the
Hitler–Stalin-formulated Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact plus a Secret Proto-
col on dividing up east central Europe was signed in Moscow – as a new
European Day of Remembrance for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism.37

The effect was two-fold: on the one hand, the parliamentary debates
of the years 2004 to 2009 resulted in a state of exhaustion, if not of
weariness of ‘history’ for the parliamentarians, and on the other is the
new day of remembrance, commemorated, however, by only a few EU
member states. East central European countries mark the occasion, as
do Sweden and Ireland, but not France, Italy, Spain, or Great Britain.
Significantly, neither do Germany or Austria (two successor states of one
of the signatories of the 1939 pact). In short, it seems that top-down
politico-historical EU initiatives relating to a European-wide culture of
remembrance are (a) tedious and (b) produce mixed results.

The same holds true obviously at the mesoregional and bilateral
level as the various attempts to institutionalize the memory of forced
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migration demonstrate. Here also, too many divergent, even conflict-
ing national narratives and perspectives on one and the same forced
migration process, not to mention the urge to forget other, similar pro-
cesses, seem to prevail. Still, next to the effect of the global paradigm
change concerning forced migration from a generally accepted state
practice to an internationally sanctioned crime against humanity, three
‘Europeanizing’ phenomena in the protracted and intertwined debates
and attempts at institutionalization outlined above should not be
underestimated. All these aspects clearly distinguish the German–Polish
setting from the French and Algerian debates about the shared colonial
past, decolonization, and the ‘repatriation’ of the European popula-
tion.38 They help, at least partly, to explain the minimal degree of
transnationalization and institutional outcome of these debates in the
Franco-Algerian, or even circum-Mediterranean, context.

First, the inner-German discourse on how a national institution devo-
ted to the memory of the victims of expulsion led within a few years to
the adoption of a European perspective, even on the side of organiza-
tions representing expellees. This may initially have been a tactical
move, but by now it would be impossible to retreat behind this line.
An important turning point in this development was the exhibition
‘Forced Paths: Flight and Expulsion in Twentieth-Century Europe’
(Erzwungene Wege: Flucht und Vertreibung im Europa des 20. Jahrhun-
derts) by Steinbach’s ‘Center Against Expulsions’ in Berlin in 2006.39

Here the expulsion of Germans from east central Europe was put into
the context of nation-state-driven ethnic purification in Europe from
World War I to NATO’s intervention in Serbia on behalf of the Albanians
of Kosovo.

Second, the debate on the expulsion of the Germans from Europe’s
eastern half has initiated something of a discursive chain reaction, at
least in Germany and Poland. The Polish post hoc, ergo propter hoc argu-
ment, according to which the expulsion was the consequence of the
German attack of 1939 and five years of occupation, terror, mass killings,
forced resettlement and enslavement, led in Germany to broader knowl-
edge of German crimes in World War II and put Poland on the map
of German culture of remembrance. Now next to Auschwitz, Treblinka,
and Majdanek (as focal points of the Holocaust) and the massacres of
Lidice, Oradour, Distomo, and Marzabotto, the murder of millions of
Poles in annexed and occupied Poland has also become part of collective
memory.

In parallel, the perception in Poland that rabid and lethal anti-
Semitism was something exclusively German waned in light of
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publications on the pogroms led by Poles against Jews in Jedwabne in
1941, and Kielce in 1946. One example of this is the Polish historical
atlas Resettlements, Expulsions and Flight Movements 1939–59. Poles, Jews,
Germans, Ukrainians. Atlas of the Polish Lands, published in Warsaw in
2008.40 The decision to set the fate of occupied Poles, murdered Jews,
expelled Germans, and forcibly resettled Ukrainians in one and the
same historical context constituted a minor sensation in Poland, and
accordingly the atlas sold extremely well. Yet even more surprising was
the positive reaction by German readers, among them many expellees
and even their representatives, when a German translation of the Polish
atlas was published by a Catholic German publishing house in 2009.41

Obviously, Germans and Poles by now have realized that their recent
histories are not only closely interconnected, but that there are, in the
words of a Polish journalist, ‘baffling parallels, despite all differences,
between both countries’.42

Third, notwithstanding ethnocentrism and nationalism in Polish–
German debates, and occasionally even jingoism, ethnic slander and
hate-speech on either side, the mere fact that two national societies in
central Europe engaged in an intense public transnational discussion of
one of the most sensitive and painful topics of their recent history is
remarkable in itself.43 This hardly has Anglo-Irish, Greco-Macedonian,
or Russo-Latvian parallels, and probably not even a Franco-German one.
At the same time, this exceptional central European debate is followed
with interest in a number of other European societies, which also have
endured experiences of forced migration, including Finland, Italy, or
Bosnia and Hercegovina, for example.

The institutionalization of the memory of forced migrations is still in
progress, and the German Federal Foundation Flight, Expulsion, Rec-
onciliation in Berlin, as well as the quadrilateral European Network
Remembrance and Solidarity in Warsaw, no doubt have their organi-
zational flaws and structural weaknesses. At the same time, both new
institutions like the Museum of World War II in Gdańsk have at least in
principle a decidedly ‘European’ design, deal occasionally boldly with
the historic burden of long-standing conflict, and have solid budgets.
This in and of itself represents a remarkable achievement in a Europe
which, in the process of eastern enlargement, has discovered the need
for a common memory as an important element of its identity policy.
Also, the current focus on forced migration has the potential to stimu-
late productive competition with other conflictual realms of memory,
such as genocide or colonialism, but also positive ones, for instance
human rights, multiculturalism, or the process of European integration.
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and Stefan Troebst, eds, Geschichtspolitik in Europa seit 1989: Deutschland,
Frankreich und Polen im internationalen Vergleich (Göttingen, 2013),
94–155.

33. Committee of Experts, House of European History, ‘Conceptual Basis for a
House of European History’, last modified 19 October 2008, http://www.



Towards a European Memory of Forced Migration? 251

europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/dv/745/745721/7457
21_en.pdf (accessed 26 September 2015).

34. Europäisches Parlament, Aufbau eines Hauses der Europäischen Geschichte: Ein
Projekt des Europäischen Parlaments (Brussels, 2013), 14.

35. Bodil Axelsson, ‘Museums between National and European Identities’, euna-
mus. European National Museums, last modified 30 January 2012, http://
unfoldingeunamus.wordpress.com/2012/01/30/museums-between-national-
and-european-identities (accessed 17 December 2012); cf. also Wolfram
Kaiser, Stefan Krankenhagen, and Kerstin Poehls, Europa ausstellen: Das
Museum als Praxisfeld der Europäisierung (Cologne, 2012), 35–8, 58–9, 80–4,
147–51; Claus Leggewie, Der Kampf um die europäische Erinnerung: Ein
Schlachtfeld wird besichtigt (Munich, 2011), 46–8, 72, 182–8, 216–19; and
Stefan Troebst, ‘Eckstein einer EU-Geschichtspolitik? Das Museumsprojekt
“Haus der Europäischen Geschichte” in Brüssel’, Deutschland Archiv, 45
(2012): 746–52.

36. Annabelle Littoz-Monnet, The EU Politics of Remembrance (Geneva, 2011),
http: //graduateinstitute.ch/webdav/site/international_history_politics/
shared/working_papers/WPIH_9_Littoz-Monnet.pdf (accessed 30 April 2014);
Stefan Troebst, ‘Gemeinschaftsbildung durch Geschichtspolitik? Anläufe der
Europäischen Union zur Stiftung einer erinnerungsbasierten Bürgeridentität’,
Jahrbuch für Politik und Geschichte, 5 (2014): 15–42.

37. Stefan Troebst, ‘Der 23. August als euroatlantischer Gedenktag? Eine ana-
lytische Dokumentation’, in Anna Kaminsky, Dietmar Müller, and Stefan
Troebst, eds, Der Hitler-Stalin-Pakt 1939 in den Erinnerungskulturen der Europäer
(Göttingen, 2011), 85–121.

38. On these debates, see Jan C. Jansen’s chapter in this volume.
39. Cf. the catalog Erzwungene Wege: Flucht und Vertreibung im Europa des

20. Jahrhunderts: Eine Ausstellung der Stiftung Zentrum gegen Vertreibungen
(Potsdam, 2006); as well as Michael Wildt, ‘ “Erzwungene Wege: Flucht
und Vertreibung im Europa des 20. Jahrhunderts”: Kronprinzenpalais
Berlin: Bilder einer Ausstellung’, Historische Anthropologie, 15 (2007):
281–95; Joachim von Puttkamer, ‘Irrwege des Erinnerns: Die Ausstellung
“Erzwungene Wege” im Berliner Kronprinzenpalais’, in Monika Gibas,
Rüdiger Stutz, and Justus H. Ulbricht, eds, Couragierte Wissenschaft: Eine
Festschrift für Jürgen John zum 65. Geburtstag (Jena, 2007), 174–90; and Tim
Völkering, Flucht und Vertreibung im Museum: Zwei aktuelle Ausstellungen und
ihre geschichtskulturellen Hintergründe im Vergleich (Münster, 2008).

40. Grzegorz Hryciuk and Witold Sienkiewicz, eds, Wysiedlenia, wypędzenia
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13
Memory Lobbying and the Shaping
of ‘Colonial Memories’ in France
since the 1990s: The Local, the
National, and the International
Jan C. Jansen

At the turn of the century, scholars, journalists, and other public figures
commented rather optimistically on the way the Algerian War of Inde-
pendence (1954–62) appeared in the public sphere. Many historians
and public observers saw the dawn of a new age in French attitudes
toward the nation’s Algerian heritage. In the late 1990s, the French state
had stopped denying its bloodiest war of decolonization and started
to actively commemorate it; academic research had made considerable
progress in understanding the war, including some of its most sensitive
aspects; public media and the cinema had begun to address the Franco-
Algerian colonial past; and in 2000 the French public had just started
to engage in an intense debate about the systematic use of torture as
part of French warfare in Algeria. Many commentators used expressions
such as the return of a ‘repressed’ past, an ‘end of amnesia’, or an intense
collective ‘work of mourning’ (travail de deuil), a difficult but also heal-
ing process of coming to terms, of confronting a deliberately ‘forgotten’
past that would finally become less emotionally charged.1 Some even
saw the beginning of France’s general emotional disengagement and
reconciliation with its conflict-ridden colonial past as a whole.

To date, the colonial past and especially the Franco-Algerian case have
continued to garner more and more attention in the public sphere.
In 2005 alone, one of the peak times of French ‘colonial memories’,
almost every month saw new elements and developments: the emer-
gence of an association named the ‘Natives of the Republic’ (Indigènes
de la République) denouncing the continuation of colonial racism; a law
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aimed, among others, at emphasizing the ‘positive role’ of colonialism;
a West Indian, Guyanese, and Reunionese association in France filing a
lawsuit against a French historian who specialized in the history of the
slave trade; a general boom in academic, semi-academic, and popular
publications; and heated debates about several monument and museum
projects that referred to the colonial past.2 Yet, the healing, reconcil-
ing effect, anticipated in the early 2000s, has failed to appear. Quite the
opposite seems to be the case, the term ‘war of memories’ now being
the prevalent metaphor for describing the current situation.3 In fact,
the colonial past – and again, with the Franco-Algerian case at its very
center – has become a field of increasing and sometimes hurried, dis-
puted, and often antagonistic activities of commemoration, carried out
by different state and non-state actors.

This chapter examines the driving forces behind this recent boom in
French ‘colonial memories’ and the Pieds-Noirs’ place in it. In doing so,
it carves out four general features that distinguish the French debates
from the situation of the German and European debates on post-1945
expulsions. First, the discursive field in which the Pieds-Noirs’ case is
being debated appears to be less focused and less clearly defined than the
German discussions. The Pieds-Noirs’ commemorative activities merge
seamlessly into much larger struggles surrounding decolonization as a
whole, the Franco-Algerian past before repatriation, and even the colo-
nial empire in its entirety.4 Thus, in the following we need to put the
Pieds-Noirs’ activities into the larger context of the recent ‘resurgence’
of ‘colonial memories’ in France.

Second, these ‘colonial memories’ have become a public arena in
which an increasing number of social groups interact, often in a conflict-
ing way: along with the Pieds-Noirs, the general public and state actors,
we encounter veterans, former anti-colonial activists, and migrant soci-
eties, to name only the most important ones. Third, the colonial past
and its remembrance in France have become a sort of frame of refer-
ence, a background against which present social and political problems
and conflicts are described and carried out. And fourth, the interna-
tional arena has a substantial role in the controversies about French
colonialism, although it does not involve a growing international col-
laboration or ‘transnationalization’, but the shape of a conflict-ridden
bilateral diplomacy of remembrance between former colonial power and
colony.5

Against this backdrop, the chapter focuses on key elements of French
memory politics with regard to the colonial past. An initial critique of
the very idea that the Algerian War had been ‘forgotten’ or ‘repressed’
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in post-1962 France sets the stage for a discussion of the increased
public debates on the colonial past since the 1990s. Since the most
dramatic dynamics of the change stem from the state’s involvement in
the shaping of public ‘colonial memories’, the analysis focuses on the
interactions between the highest levels of state and different memory
lobbies, but still seeks to hint at the similarly complicated dynamics in
local and regional politics, and at the interactions between the different
levels of political and public life. In doing so, the chapter touches upon
three points: first, the complex and controversial interactions between
an increasing number of actors and memory lobbies, ranging from the
repatriates and veterans of the Algerian War to immigration societies
and representatives of the state; second, the increasing tendency to use
the war and the colonial past as a means to frame present-day con-
flicts, especially struggles over everyday racism and xenophobia; and
third, the international dimension, that is, the use of the colonial past
in Franco-Algerian inter-state relations.

A ‘repressed’ past, a ‘traumatized’ nation?

It is often said that colonialism and the Algerian War had been ‘for-
gotten’ in France after 1962.6 And, focusing on forms of official com-
memoration, it is true that the French state aimed at pushing back
the highly conflict-ridden, divisive, and somehow humiliating aspects
of decolonization and especially Algerian independence. The latter
event did indeed trigger a process we might characterize as a with-
drawal to the ‘Hexagon’ (a byname of metropolitan France) and a silent
‘deterritorialization’ of the colonial past, relegating it to remote places
disconnected from metropolitan France.7 Colonialism was no longer
considered important to France’s metropolitan history and national
glory, and the state abruptly abandoned the efforts it had made to keep
the colonial empire present in the French metropole. Under Charles
de Gaulle (1959–69), two elements were essential in preventing official
remembrance or public debate on Algerian decolonization: control of
official language denying that the ‘events’ or ‘operations’ in Algeria had
been a real war, and several amnesty laws for crimes committed during
the war that prevent any judicial aftermath.8

The time of official concealment has often been characterized – in
public as well as in academic discourse – as a period of collective ‘for-
getting’ or even ‘repression’ in a Freudian sense, following a tradition
of collective psychoanalysis in the social sciences reaching back to the
1960s.9 From this point of view, the loss of the colonial empire and
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especially the conflict-ridden Algerian War constitute a sort of histori-
cal ‘trauma’ that produced a kind of collective ‘syndrome’. Against this
backdrop, the current upsurge of remembrance appears to be a sort of
collective therapy, leading – after a painful process of confrontation –
to a reconciliatory and less emotionally charged official memory of the
events. Though it may have some heuristic value, this way of describing
the situation in France is problematic in at least three respects.

First, it relies on the idea that active remembrance of past conflicts,
crimes, wars and so on, is essential for a society to be ‘healthy’ – an idea
which, from a comparative and long-term point of view, can hardly be
considered compelling. In fact, in European history (and probably also
in world history) its exact opposite, that is, a policy of concealment and
of granting amnesty has prevailed during most periods.10 The idea that
nations have to face the ‘dark sides’ of their past, that they have a ‘duty
to remember’ (devoir de mémoire) as it is often called in France, turns out
to be a rather recent phenomenon. In the beginning almost exclusively
applied to the Holocaust, it has become, since the 1980s, a general trend,
as can be seen, for example, in the considerable number of truth and
reconciliation commissions established all over the world. Rather than
seeing the ‘repression’ vocabulary and the ‘duty to remember’ as tools of
explanation, we have to consider them as modes of self-description and
normative elements within the ongoing debates, being used by different
actors on the public and political stage.

Second, conceiving of the ‘colonial memories’ in France in this way
assimilates a complex society into a unified, collective ‘psyche’ that is
often equated with official state commemoration. Yet, if it is appropriate
at all to speak of ‘collective remembrance’, it manifests itself in public
communication and social interaction. So instead of imagining one col-
lective ‘psyche’ represented by the state, we need to turn to the concrete
social actors, their relations, their strategies, their forms of expression,
lobbying, and interaction. Among them, the state is but one actor, albeit
a powerful one.

The third objection is more concrete. That is, if we do not focus on the
French state alone but take the different non-state actors into account,
we discover that neither the Algerian War nor the colonial past had
been completely absent, ‘forgotten’ or even ‘repressed’ in French soci-
ety after 1962, despite the state policy of concealment. For example,
Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch recently pointed out the huge amount
of academic research that continued to be conducted on colonial issues
after the end of empire.11 About two thousand books, including many
non-academic publications such as novels, memoirs, and biographies,
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about French Algeria and the Algerian War alone were published dur-
ing the period of official concealment.12 Two groups of historical actors,
for different reasons and in different ways, were particularly active in
keeping memories of French Algeria and Algerian decolonization alive:
the repatriates and the veterans of the Algerian War. These are both
groups that were initially heterogeneous and became important polit-
ical and social actors and lobbies after 1962 acting through associations
and (often self-proclaimed) ‘representatives’.13

The reference to shared experience was a means certain associa-
tions used to constitute themselves as clearly definable political and
social actors. On a local scale, both groups gained visibility from the
1960s through commemorative activities placing memories of colo-
nial Algeria and the Algerian War in the public space of many French
communes. For example, the veterans’ most important association, the
Fédération nationale des anciens combattants en Algérie, Maroc et
Tunisie (FNACA), flanked their struggle for official recognition of their
status as real war veterans with a campaign for naming streets and
squares after 19 March 1962, and for constructing local war memorials.

Likewise, pied-noir memories were not just cultivated within fam-
ilies and associations but also quickly entered the public space of
many French towns, especially those with concentrated repatriate pop-
ulations.14 Rituals dating back to the time of Algérie française have
played an important part in these commemorations.15 Another cen-
tral medium was public monuments, many of them transferred from
Algeria.16 At least one hundred monuments, statues, or parts of mon-
uments were repatriated through official or private initiatives in the
years following Algerian independence, accompanied by a huge num-
ber of other symbolic objects such as religious items and church bells,
for example. Once representing colonial presence in North Africa, their
transplantation into French cityscapes made them sites of mourning
for the lost homeland but also symbols of incorporation into local
communities in the metropole.

The repatriates’ monuments unveiled during the period of official
concealment also include several memorials (such as in Nice in 1973)
dedicated to members of the Organisation armée secrète (OAS), a ter-
rorist organization that combated Algerian independence in 1961–2.17

Former OAS members presided over some of the inauguration cere-
monies (such as in Toulon in 1972). With the notable exception of
one monument in Toulon being blown up right before its unveiling
in 1980, none of these cases, to my knowledge, provoked serious reac-
tions beyond the local or regional arena. There are no definite numbers
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of local repatriates’ monuments which could help us to examine the
extent and intensity of these local commemorations. In any case, the
recent initiatives – sometimes leading to heated debate in the national
press – do not constitute the only intense period of commemoration
since 1962.

This being said, I do not mean to call into question that there has
been a fundamental change since the 1990s, but aim to specify the
exact nature of this change. The main transformation to be explained is
thus not the sudden remembering of something forgotten, or the return
of something that had been completely absent. It is better described
as a change of scale, a movement from the local or regional into the
national sphere, the transformation of rather localized acts into a polit-
ical ‘football’, a high-ranking issue in the national political and public
sphere.

From the local to the national? Politics of state recognition

Since the mid-1990s, the French state and a broader society have become
more involved in public efforts to address the colonial past and espe-
cially the Algerian War of Independence. It is often said that the decline
of debates and struggles about the Vichy past made it possible for the
Algerian and colonial memories to come to the fore.18 While there
is no compelling reason that public debate should always have just
one focus, the argument holds true in at least one respect: the pub-
lic, political, and judicial ways of dealing with the Nazi past and the
Holocaust remain important points of reference in the recent debates
on colonialism. This can be seen, for instance, in the fact that the
moral ‘duty to remember’ or the category of ‘crimes against humanity’
is regularly evoked by different actors. Likewise, different groups often
employ certain strategies of self-victimization in reaction or in reference
to Holocaust commemoration.19 Along with the vague ‘duty to remem-
ber’, generational changes at the head of the state in the 1990s played
their part in the state’s engagement with its Algerian past, especially
the emergence of political leaders, such as Lionel Jospin and Jacques
Chirac, whose biographies, but not their political careers, intersected
with the war in Algeria. Jacques Chirac appeared to be particularly com-
mitted to issues of evolving state commemoration during his presidency
(1995–2007).

The decades-long official deterritorialization of the colonial past has
had a fundamental impact on the recent processes of remembrance.
Once the state and a broader national public became more involved
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in the debate, they entered a multi-structured, occupied, and embat-
tled territory. This not only curtailed the state’s scope for action. The
lobbies of remembrance, most notably the veterans and the repatriates,
also increased their commemorative activities and pressure in view of
their incorporation into what would become official forms of national
commemoration. The quest for formal recognition on a national level
led to some alliances but more often to rivalry and conflicts between
the different groups, as two cases prior to the 1990s show. First, the
FNACA veterans organization’s struggle to make 19 March an official
national holiday in commemoration of the end of the Algerian War
encountered massive, sometimes even physical, resistance not only
among the political class, but also from rival associations of veterans,
harkis, and Pieds-Noirs, which considered it a date of defeat and loss.20

Similarly, the project to erect a national French Overseas memorial
(Mémorial national de la France outre-mer), which has been discussed since
the 1980s, has been marked by serious conflicts between different repa-
triate associations, academics, and politicians.21 Both issues have been
hotly debated until very recently.

Entering the already embattled territory of Algerian memories, the
French state under President Chirac adopted a line one might call
a politics of state recognition. Official acts of state remembrance, as
could be observed since the mid-1990s, were often rather cautious and
reactive, in many cases trying to meet the different, sometimes antag-
onistic, claims for recognition by various groups of historical actors.
President Chirac tended in these cases to remember different aspects
of the Algerian War in the categories of national honor, dignity, and
duty. Such a politics of official recognition, by definition, left out certain
aspects, notably the dimension of colonial violence. Yet, it also led to
sometimes contradictory acts, an uneasy ‘ecumenism’ of remembrance.

To illustrate this, let me briefly mention some of the main events of
commemoration during the Chirac era.22 From the very beginning, the
official acts of remembrance were aimed at recognizing those who had
fought and worked for the French colonial empire, first and foremost the
veterans of the Algerian War. For example, in 1999 the French National
Assembly officially accepted the term ‘war’ to describe Algerian decolo-
nization; in 2002, a national monument in the heart of Paris (at the Quai
Branly) was unveiled, dedicated to the fallen soldiers of the Algerian
War. It deliberately included the harkis, Algerian auxiliaries who in 1962
had been abandoned by the French state. In 2001, a national day of
commemoration (25 September) was established to honor and acknowl-
edge the harkis’ efforts for France. In 2003, 5 December was declared
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the date for an annual commemoration of the fallen soldiers during
North African decolonization. As a cautious attempt to meet the veter-
ans’ desire to have a national holiday, it was immediately rejected by
FNACA, which saw no historical connection between the date and the
event to be commemorated.

In a similar logic of late recognition, the French government in 2006
started to address the unequal treatment of colonial veterans who served
in the French army. These policies of national recognition towards
the different categories of veterans were generally couched in terms of
national grandeur and patriotic duty, coupled with references to France’s
‘colonial achievements’. Yet, Chirac tried at the same time to stage sym-
bolic acts of Franco-Algerian reconciliation, most notably during his
visit to Algeria in 2003 and the announcement of a Franco-Algerian
friendship treaty.

This project came into conflict with the law of 23 February 2005, prob-
ably the best known and most controversial event in the processes of
remembrance during the Chirac era. As Romain Bertrand has pointed
out, a group of deputies relatively new to the national political stage
who based their mandates on their close ties to regional and local pol-
itics and their relations to repatriate communities were the principle
proponents of the law.23 Focusing mainly on aspects of material com-
pensation for harkis, its first draft was already designed as a symbolic
act of recognition. During its initial reading in the National Assembly
in June 2004, several amendments were made. These led among other
things to Article 4, which called for university research and especially
school programs to highlight the ‘positive role of the French overseas
presence, especially in North Africa’.24 Without any serious resistance,
the law passed the Senate and the National Assembly and was signed by
Chirac on 23 February 2005. After a group of six prominent historians
submitted a petition against Article 4, a huge public controversy arose
surrounding the law in mid-2005.

Under public pressure, Chirac asked the Parliament to remove the
controversial article, but his own Union for a Popular Movement (UMP)
faction refused to follow him. Only a request before the Constitutional
Council in January 2006 brought a way out of the political blockade
by allowing Article 4 to be removed by government decree. This almost
desperate step did not stop public controversies about the law. Other
elements have continued to draw criticism. Thus, the official founda-
tion for the memory of the Algerian War, established in Article 3, and
the prominent role memory lobbies play in it have been severely criti-
cized by academics.25 Moreover, the controversy has given rise to heated
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and still ongoing debates about the relation between legislation and
history, namely, the so-called memory laws, and about the degree of self-
criticism in official national remembrance, often under the polemical
term of ‘repentance’.26

The law’s genesis and the controversy it produced show again how
highly embattled and chaotic the state’s efforts to create official forms of
remembrance had become within a couple of years. Ever since, lawsuits,
court action, and appeals to the Constitutional Council have devel-
oped into a recurrent element of French ‘colonial memories’. Instead
of appeasing or even ending the conflicts around the colonial past, the
politics of official recognition have contributed to increasing and multi-
plying them. In light of the struggles around common and official forms
of remembrance, the local level no longer serves as a refuge for cer-
tain non-official commemorations. Projects that nostalgically celebrate
French Algeria, such as recent monuments in Marignane and Perpignan,
no longer appear to be localized expressions of group identity but have
become acts within the national arena, and as such they have provoked
nationwide reactions and resistance, including from newly founded crit-
ical pied-noir and harki associations. For example, a memorial to the
‘fallen fighters for the life of French Algeria’, including OAS mem-
bers, in the Marignane cemetery in 2005 triggered a series of polemics
and court actions: after the inauguration ceremony was prohibited, the
monument was removed by a court decision in 2008; in 2011, a refash-
ioned version of the monument was restored, followed by further court
actions.27 Pro-OAS monuments have been countered by monuments to
the victims of OAS in other places (such as in Paris in 2011).28

In this context, French politics – from the local to the national
level – has continued to address the colonial past beyond the Chirac
era. In view of the (often overstated) role of the different groups as
voting blocs and the alleged inclination among nostalgics of French
Algeria to vote for the extreme-right Front National (FN), French ‘colo-
nial memories’ have become a recurrent topic in election campaigns,
from municipal elections to the presidential selection.29 The presidents
after Chirac, Nicolas Sarkozy (2007–12) and François Hollande (since
2012), have sought to distance themselves from their predecessors and
to develop their own approach to the colonial past. Yet, their own room
to maneuver has been limited by the politics of official recognition and
its hardly controllable dynamics.

Hence, both presidents have elaborated new signs of state recogni-
tion towards different historical actors: the alignment of the pensions
for colonial veterans in 2010; the recognition of the French state’s
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responsibility for the ‘abandonment’ of the harkis in 2012 (by Sarkozy);
or the declaration of 19 March as a national day of commemoration for
the ‘civil and military victims of the Algerian War and the combats in
Tunisia and Morocco’ later that year (under Hollande).30 Like Chirac,
Sarkozy and Hollande have had to manage different publics with con-
flicting visions of how to deal with the colonial past, generating often
contradictory and ambiguous signs. This is not least due to the fact that
the commemorative–political stage of ‘colonial memories’ has become
even more complicated by the appearance of new topics and new actors.

Violence, victims and the ‘colonial continuum’

The politics of remembrance in the categories of national honor and
dignity, as pursued by Chirac, has tended to exclude the aspect of
colonial violence. Yet, in France as in several other Western European
countries, most notably in Great Britain, Italy, Germany, and Belgium,
public debates have focused on some of the most violent expressions or
moments of the colonial past.31 Yet, in none of these cases has sudden
media interest produced any lasting forms of official commemoration.
In France, the use of torture during the Algerian War received con-
siderable public attention beginning in 2000, before receding into the
background in 2002 and once again becoming a topic for low-scale or
private remembrance and history books. Moreover, the French ‘torture
debate’ – similar to other Western European debates on colonial vio-
lence – was more about its European perpetrators than on the victims
of colonial violence. This changed when other actors stepped into the
limelight: groups of immigrants, as well as anti-racist and human rights
activists.

‘Colonial memories’ have been increasingly shaped by the struggles
around racism and immigration in France, due in large part to the close
historical connection between the French colonial empire and its immi-
gration policies. One event of the Algerian War has received particular
attention among anti-racist activists since the 1980s – the Paris massacre
of 17 October 1961, when the French authorities repressed a peaceful
FLN demonstration with violence.32 Becoming the subject of system-
atic commemoration, the events of that day were remembered less as a
historical fact in the context of the Algerian struggle for independence
than as a symbol for a longstanding tradition of anti-Maghreb racism
and police violence against immigrants.

This use of the colonial past was radicalized in January 2005, only
a couple of weeks before the law on colonialism was signed, when
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the so-called ‘Natives of the Republic’ (Indigènes de la République)
appeared on the political and commemorative stage, a rather hetero-
geneous association of different migrant societies, members of alter-
globalization and Third World movements, and groups on the Radical
Left. Their manifesto, written against the background of the conflicts
relating to the 2004 law banning conspicuous religious signs – such
as Muslim headscarves – from public schools, addressed these current
political issues in historical terms.33 Claiming the colonial category
of ‘natives’ for themselves, they drew a direct parallel between the
colonial situation and the public treatment of immigrants in present-
day France. Putting forth the idea of a colonial continuum, they did
not aim in their public interventions so much to remember the colo-
nial past in itself but to use it as a kind of frame of reference, a
medium to describe and criticize the allegedly colonial present. Anti-
racist movements of the 1980s had made similar references to the
colonial past, while pursuing a universalist and egalitarian (repub-
lican) strategy. The Indigènes have been trying to break with this
approach.

According to the Indigènes, the Republic itself and its universalism
are deeply rooted in colonialism and colonial racism. In this respect,
the association accords with a trend in academic and semi-academic
discourse that gained public attention in the mid-2000s. Based on a
particular reading of postcolonial theory, some scholars have stressed
the interconnectedness of national metropolitan and imperial history,
claiming in particular that there is a constitutive connection between
the Third French Republic and colonial rule.34 Closely linked to present-
day political conflicts, the idea of a colonial continuum has several
shortcomings from a historical point of view. Above all, it reduces
racism to its colonial manifestation, while colonialism can hardly be
seen as the only source of racism and xenophobia in European soci-
eties.35 Furthermore, French imperial expansion and colonial rule were
not created by the Republican regime alone – even though, of course, the
Third Republic played a major role in building France’s second colonial
empire.

Nonetheless, the discussions about colonial racism and immigration
are characteristic of two important tendencies shaping French ‘colo-
nial memories’. First, they stand for the spread of victim-based identity
politics with reference to the colonial past.36 The Indigènes, with their
equation of present-day discrimination of immigrants with the status
of the colonized, have not been the only actors to employ this strat-
egy. Some of them have even taken legal action, as with the previously
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mentioned lawsuit against a French historian who had criticized the
2001 ‘memory law’ on slavery.

Likewise, certain pied-noir associations have increasingly couched
their political struggle for recognition in categories of victimization.
According to its initiators, the law of 23 February 2005, was meant to
reinstate the Pieds-Noirs’ status as the primary victims of decoloniza-
tion, as victims of Algerian nationalism and of French state policies
alike. Projects like the memorial in Perpignan (inaugurated in 2007) or
a bill aiming at ‘recognizing the massacre of the French population in
Oran on 5 July 1962’ (introduced in the National Assembly in 2013)
focus on European and harki victims of violence in the course of Algerian
independence, including OAS terrorists, while excluding all Algerian
victims of colonial violence.37 Self-victimization as a mode of political
expression has led to a rivalry among victims, which appears to be the
domestic complement to increasing international awareness of the ‘dark
sides’ of national histories.38

The second major tendency is the use of the colonial past for framing
current political and social conflicts. Grounded in the idea of funda-
mental continuities between the past and the present, colonialism, in
this view, ceases to be the object to be explained and remembered,
but becomes a medium, or, in Eric Savarese’s words, an ‘explanatory
variable’ for present-day conflicts.39 This tendency was particularly man-
ifested in late 2005 when riots, mainly with younger immigrants partici-
pating, broke out in French suburbs. Public and political debates at that
time tended to link the riots to the controversial law on colonialism and
French modes of dealing with the colonial past. This brought forward a
de-politicized interpretation of the events that ruled out social factors
like marginalization, unemployment, everyday police violence, and so
on, as triggers for the disturbances. In return, the perception of the riots
increasingly influenced the discussions on the law of 23 February 2005.
In view of the rebellious youth, the supporters of the law insisted on
the need for a self-assertive and proud national memory, while its crit-
ics saw the integration of colonial violence and racism into the official
remembrance of colonialism as a means to foster social cohesion.

French ‘colonial memories’ in the international arena

Struggles concerning the remembrance of colonial violence in Algeria
are not confined to the different levels of French public and politi-
cal life. In fact, French debates on the colonial past have also been
shaped in the international arena. Significantly, Chirac flanked his
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commemorative initiatives in the early 2000s with reconciliatory ges-
tures towards Algeria.40 While he avoided any sign of ‘apology’ for the
‘tragic’ common past of the two countries, his project of a Franco-
Algerian friendship treaty was considered part of France’s ‘coming to
terms’ with its colonial past. With growing controversies in France, the
‘colonial memories’ have played an ever larger role in the relations
between the two countries, mainly as an object of contention. It is worth
noting that diverging memories are not the only (and probably not the
most important) conflict inherited from the colonial past and that ris-
ing tensions around this past would not necessarily interfere or even
obstruct other forms of cooperation between France and Algeria (for
example, on economic or security issues). Yet, since the law of 23 Febru-
ary 2005 became publicly known, the question of how to cope with the
shared colonial past has grown into a diplomatic affair. Even though
French diplomats have tried to downplay its significance, the law led to
public outrage in Algeria, with major political parties, the president, and
the parliament following suit.

While it was not the only point of contention, the law became the
official reason for postponing and, in 2007, abandoning the Franco-
Algerian friendship treaty.41 Under domestic public pressure, Algerian
President Abdel al-Aziz Bouteflika took a tougher line against the former
colonial power, denouncing the ‘genocidal’ character of French mas-
sacres in Algeria and issuing regular calls for an official ‘apology’ from
France. Since 2005, the Algerian press has regularly reported on nos-
talgic projects in French cities, and the Algerian parliament in 2010
even threatened to pass a law ‘criminalizing’ French colonialism in
Algeria.42 The bill linked longstanding points of contention (such as the
restitution of archives) to the establishment of a special court for ‘colo-
nial crimes’ committed under colonial rule, and a request for official
‘apologies’ and reparations. In the end, the bill was not introduced in
parliament, showing that the Algerian political establishment has been
no less divided in this matter.

These public conflicts between the two countries point at yet another
arena in which French ‘colonial memories’ have been shaped in recent
years. In Algiers and Paris, such disputes may appear simply to stem from
diverging official and public interpretations of a shared past that is of
particular importance for both countries. As in most formerly colonized
countries, official state commemoration in Algeria has focused to a large
extent on the colonial era, notably on the war of independence and
important moments of colonial violence. Seen in the larger picture, the
increasing interaction between France and Algeria in the area of public
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remembrance is also part of general shifts in the international arena.
As mentioned before, the period since the 1990s has been marked by
a rising international interest in colonial violence as part of the ‘dark
sides’ of national histories.43

While most former metropoles have witnessed public debates on
colonial violence, postcolonial states (former colonies) have regularly
raised demands for official ‘apologies’ or ‘reparations’ for colonial rule.
The growing remembrance of colonialism on an international scale,
however, has not generated transnational forms of commemoration as
can be found in the cases of the Holocaust, the World Wars, or the
twentieth-century expulsions.44 Like the Franco-Algerian disputes, most
cross-border debates on the colonial past are confined to a bilateral
framework. Even limited to its modern form, colonialism as a histor-
ical phenomenon was multiform and multifaceted, stretching over all
continents and roughly five centuries.

While certain aspects, such as slavery (which does not restrict itself
to its colonial type), have been recently subject to some degree of inter-
nationalization, a globally concerted remembrance of ‘colonialism’ as a
whole seems highly unlikely.45 Nor is it likely that countries in bilateral
colonial contexts would jointly commemorate their entangled pasts.
In general, it is questionable whether the quest for a settlement of
diverging visions of the past is the main driving force behind such dis-
putes. In fact, demands for recognition of victimhood, apologies, and
reparations for historical wrongdoings appear to work as a weapon of the
weak within the ‘soft diplomacy’ across the global North-South divide.46

The emergence of new actors inside and outside of France has further
complicated the field of French ‘colonial memories’. As a consequence,
Chirac’s successors have not had the option of avoiding the topic
of colonial violence. Already as a candidate, Nicolas Sarkozy openly
rejected a self-critical approach to national history and put empha-
sis on the topic of national identity, often correlated with his later
project of a national ‘Maison de l’histoire de France’. However, official
remembrance under his presidency appeared to be less homogeneous
than was to be expected from such general statements. On the one
hand, his speech in Dakar in July 2007, in particular, seemed to con-
firm his ‘anti-repentance’ discourse.47 In this speech, he refused to
acknowledge any serious impact of colonialism on present-day Africa
and drew upon nineteenth-century stereotypes of Africa’s ahistorical
and ‘mysterious’ character. On the other hand, Sarkozy also took a
clearer stand on ‘dark’ aspects of colonialism than Chirac had, for exam-
ple, in condemning the injustice and violence of the colonial system
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in a speech in Constantine later that year.48 While Sarkozy tended to
restrict the self-critical discourse to an international (that is Algerian)
audience, François Hollande seems to be seeking to bridge the gap
between official discourse aimed at a domestic and international pub-
lic. More than his predecessors, Hollande appears to open the politics
of official recognition towards the victims of colonial violence, for
example, by officially recognizing the French state’s responsibility for
the massacre of 17 October (in 2013).49 At the same time, however,
he clearly rejects any form of ‘apology’ or ‘repentance’, instead claim-
ing to speak out and admit the clear ‘truth’ about the past, which,
in and of itself, is supposed to ‘repair’ and ‘bring together’ the two
nations.50

After more than two decades of intense public debate and three presi-
dents bringing in different agendas, as well as an ever-growing number
of participating actors and lobbies, the current state of official remem-
brance regarding the French colonial past is quite complex. This is not
just due to the occasionally contradictory signs aimed at different, some-
times antagonistic, constituencies, but to at least three tendencies. First,
efforts to incorporate competing claims for recognition have blurred the
meaning of some of the most visible sites of commemoration, as can be
seen in the increasing inclusion of civil victims in the list of the national
monument at Quai Branly, which was originally exclusively dedicated
to the fallen soldiers.51 The most radical proposition along these lines
came from two scholars who advocated incorporating all types of vic-
tims (military, civil, French, Algerian, and others) in an official act of
recognition.52 In view of the massive protest by several veterans’ asso-
ciations against the misappropriation of the Quai Branly monument, it
is not very likely that such an act of abstract recognition would in any
way ameliorate the ongoing struggles.

Second, there has been a multiplication of official symbols with simi-
lar meaning. For example, since 2013 there have been two national days
commemorating the (military) victims of the Algerian War, 19 March
and 5 December. The fact that each of these dates is recognized by
some veterans’, harki, and pied-noir associations and rejected by others
cements this peculiar coexistence. Third, in contrast to the ongo-
ing institutionalization of the memory of forced migration in Europe,
many ambitious projects regarding the colonial (and national) past
in France have been doomed to failure, attesting to the extremely
limited scope of action. This was the case with the national Over-
seas Memorial (discussed since the 1980s) and Sarkozy’s ‘Maison de
l’histoire de France’. After tremendous public criticism of their allegedly
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apologetic and state-imposed version of history emerged, both projects
were abandoned.53 The case of a failed ‘Museum for the History of
France and Algeria’ in Montpellier demonstrates how different lay-
ers of public life (from local to national) interact and how different
groups with divergent agendas can produce a stalemate.54 Initiated
in 2002 as a museum designed to be ideologically and empatheti-
cally close to local repatriates’ organizations, the project was thrust
into the maelstrom of the ‘wars of memories’ in the national arena.
Criticized for its nostalgic approach by a growing public both inside
and outside of academia, the project was gradually detached from the
pied-noir lobby and transformed into an ambitious academic project
under the supervision of an international scholarly board determined
to bring in multiple perspectives. With its growing distance from
the supposedly influential pied-noir electorate, however, the project
became less interesting for local politicians and was abandoned in June
2014, one year before its scheduled opening, by the new mayor of
the city.

Conclusions

During the last two decades, France has experienced a virtual boom in
public memories concerning the Algerian War and the colonial past as
a whole. It seems problematic to describe these developments as the
return of a formerly ‘forgotten’ or ‘repressed’ past, as several groups of
actors, since 1962, have lobbied against the state policy of concealment.
The repatriates and the veterans of the Algerian War were by far the most
important of these lobbies. While their forms of commemoration had
mainly been restricted to local or regional public spheres, the current
‘wars of memories’ are about the shaping of official forms of remem-
brance on a national scale. Efforts on the part of the French state to
actively commemorate the Algerian War since the mid-1990s have been
accompanied by increasing activities on the part of non-state lobbies
and entrepreneurs of remembrance.

The pied-noir associations have turned out to be only one of the lob-
bies seeking to impose their vision of how to deal with the colonial past
on everyone else. With an ever increasing number of actors doing the
same, these visions often come into conflict or antagonize other lobbies.
Along with, and interacting with, the fierce domestic conflicts, a no less
complicated diplomacy of remembrance has emerged between France
and Algeria. In recent years, colonialism even appears to have become an
arena for fighting about current political and social conflicts – especially
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surrounding issues of immigration and national cohesion – a means of
framing present-day issues in historical terms.

Given the many unforeseen twists and turns in recent debates, it
would be naïve to attempt to provide any serious outlook on the devel-
opments. Calls for a reconciliatory, common memory, as far as I can
see, have not brought an end to the debates. They even appear to have
contributed to intensifying rivalries and conflicts. As things are now,
one option is to think more in terms of a modus vivendi that would
allow several rival memories to coexist without necessarily merging into
one new master narrative – while at the same time letting scholars do
their historical research without expecting them to function as pacifiers
between conflicting groups in society.
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14
Comparison – the Way to
Understanding: Conclusions
Etienne François

For most Algerians, Germans, French people and Poles, the memory
of the massive population transfers that marked World War II and
the Algerian War remains, even today, abiding, conflictual and often
painful. For me personally this memory is at once that of my mother,
born in 1917 in an Algeria where she spent her early childhood; of my
godfather, who taught philosophy at the lycée in Algiers from 1958 to
1962; of my father-in-law and his entire family, from Silesia; and lastly
of my wife, born in Breslau late in the World War and forced to flee the
city with her mother and sister in the panic of February 1945. This dual
dimension – personal and family roots on the one hand, powerful col-
lective memories on the other – is a summons to a comparative scrutiny
of these two events and, even more so, of the memory of the flight and
expulsion (Flucht und Vertreibung in the hallowed term) of Germans from
the eastern provinces and of the ‘repatriation’ of the French of Algeria.

Different events, similar memories

For all its imperativeness, the comparison nonetheless represents a
formidable challenge, given the extent to which the differences out-
weigh the similarities when the two seminal events are juxtaposed on a
like for like basis and in their factuality. Repatriates made up between
two and three percent of the French population in the early 1960s,
whereas the number of Germans from the former eastern provinces rep-
resented some 20 percent of the overall German population at the end of
World War II. Most of these Germans, moreover, originated from totally
German provinces and regions – Eastern Prussia, Pomerania, Silesia, and
the Sudetenland – inhabited by German-speakers for centuries; by con-
trast the repatriates, even if the families of some of them had been in
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Algeria for a century, came from départements where the French popu-
lation was in the minority and, furthermore, enjoyed privileged legal
status.

In the French context the ‘return’ of the repatriates to France was a
painful, traumatic episode, coming as it did after eight years of war, but
the number of victims was limited; in the German context, however,
the departures after an infinitely more lethal war were accompanied by
much greater human losses and traumata, not to speak of the rapes and
other harrowing events occasioned by exile and expulsion. The arrival
of German refugees took place under extreme circumstances – they
were fleeing to a conquered, ruined, and occupied country in a state of
advanced social breakdown – whereas the repatriates were entering the
booming France of the postwar ‘Glorious Thirty’, with a stable, struc-
tured society and a political and administrative system in good working
order. If we also take into account the fact that the exile and expulsion
of the Germans of the eastern provinces dates back seventy years, as
against fractionally more than fifty for the repatriation of the French
of Algeria, we see that from one event to another the differences far
outweigh the similarities, thus making any comparison difficult.

The situation is utterly changed, however, if we reverse our perspec-
tive and take as a starting point not the events as such, but rather the
memorializing configurations and constructs they have given rise to;
or, to put it another way, if we start with memory and not with his-
tory. In this approach, the resemblances and similarities outnumber the
differences.

Four elements emerge particularly sharply from a comparison of
the memories of exile and expulsion of the Germans of the eastern
provinces and those of the French of Algeria. The first is that behind
the factors brought together by the singular, apparently simple term
‘memory’, we are dealing with social and cultural processes of a com-
plex, diverse, and dynamic nature. The chapters in this volume offer
a clear – and salutary – reminder that far from being reducible to the
public memorial policies and political uses of the past (as is too often
imagined to be the case by historians and political scientists), memory
has many other, no less important dimensions, whether the memories
in question be individual and familial, group and generation related, or
affective and cultural.

The second element, equally present in the chapters and in both the
German and French memory contexts, relates to the fact that while in
both instances there have been periods of public silence, as if the two
events no longer existed, these periods have never been synonymous
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with forgetting or repression of memory; just as, on the contrary, peri-
ods of intense public debate seemingly taking place center stage do
not necessarily coincide with any thoroughgoing mobilization of public
opinion.

The third common element lies in the observable fact that memory,
far from being ossified or static, is in a state of permanent reconstruc-
tion, and that this reconstruction always has its roots in the present;
which means that if we are to understand it, it is essential, as has been
done in this volume, to start out not from the founding event, but from
contemporary debate about the remembering of it, and thus to adopt a
retrospective approach and method.

The fourth and last element relates to the salutary reminder (con-
firmed by numerous case studies) that in memories, emotions and
images loom larger in the final analysis than words and discourse –
images referring in the broad sense to ‘iconic’ photos, and forms of
visual expression and representation.1

Structurally overlapping memories

Over and above these four common elements, this kind of compari-
son has the advantage of foregrounding two other aspects more clearly
than would have been possible using a purely monographic approach:
namely, the constitutive plurality of memories on the one hand and
their structural imbrication on the other. Plurality of memories finds
expression not solely in the routinely simultaneous existence of several
interpretations of the same event, all competing for dominant, canonic
status, but also in the fact that this plurality itself reflects the plurality
of memory places, of interested parties and of what can only be called
the memory lobbies and ‘memory entrepreneurs’.2

In both France and Germany it is always these latter who monopo-
lize the spotlight and fill the starring roles, while, contrary to what one
might expect, the state plays only a supporting part. Admittedly, the
political context is decisive in that this is where the intensity of debate
about memorial matters is most readily assessable; but looking at the
German and French examples, and at least partly at that of Poland,
in all the debate about the presence of the past the primary initia-
tive is taken by the memory stakeholders and entrepreneurs; the state,
by contrast, appears as an often weak, uncertain participant, reactive
rather than active, hostage or toy to the different lobbies, and strug-
gling to formulate a potentially shared, consensual interpretation of
the past.
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In this respect Algeria is an exception: the state looms very large and
has a quasi-monopoly on what can be said publicly about the past.3

What, though, is going on behind the scenes? However powerful the
state, Algerian society is not reducible to the government, the FLN, or
parliament; and there are excellent grounds for thinking that lurking
behind or beneath the orthodox, official discourse, is a reality at once
more complex and more shifting – not only, perhaps, because of differ-
ent individual and family trajectories, but also because of the many ties
between Algerians living in Algeria and Algerians living in France; not
to speak of the powerful impact of French media, notably television, on
Algerian society, and its consequences in terms of socio-cultural inter-
action and change that go well beyond the posturings and programs of
the powers that be.

The imbrication of memory systems is attributable to the fact that
none of those examined in this volume exists in a state of isolation or
self-absorption, however marked the temptation for their advocates to
proclaim their uniqueness and incomparability. Each of them is, actu-
ally, part of a broader memory field that accommodates not only the
ties that often bind the bearers of memory, but also the imbrication
of levels and scales – from local to national, from bilateral to inter-
national – and of models dominant or considered universal, together
with transnational paradigms. It is also important to mention the mir-
ror effects and interactions between different memorialist organizations,
which spend their time keeping close tabs on each other in the interests
of better self-definition and mutual differentiation, as well as the full-
time static generated by the intersection of self-defining processes and
external perceptions.

Complex, dialectical memory issues

The constitutive plurality of memory systems, together with their struc-
tural imbrication, enables in turn a better understanding of the dynamic
dialectical complexity of the issues involved. In all the countries here
concerned debate apparently bears on the past. But in reality, to the
extent to which it bears on the present form of the past, it relates
equally to debate about the present and the future. In France, delib-
eration about the Algerian War and repatriate memory is more generally
part of the fundamental debate about the place of the colonial past in
French history and identity. How, in France today, is one to perceive the
Republic and its values and future when that Republic played such a cru-
cial part in colonization? How, in France today, is one to envisage and
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construct an authentically postcolonial form of citizenship? Similarly,
current debate about the expulsion of Poland’s Germans is also a dia-
logue about the relationship between Poland and Germany now and in
the future, as well as involving a critique of Polish identity and Poland’s
self-definition as a martyr-nation.

This dialectical complexity is also to be found in the chain reactions
triggered at bilateral and international level by memory debates that
were initially purely national. We all remember the public opinion back-
lash in Poland when, after long domestic wrangling, Germany’s Grand
Coalition decided, in 2005, to install in Berlin a ‘visible sign’ devoted to
the history and memory of expulsions, and more precisely the expulsion
of German populations from the former eastern provinces. Similarly,
the paragraph on the ‘positive role of the French overseas presence’ in
French school books stealthily slipped into France’s memory legislation
the same year, had the effect of unleashing, in both France and Algeria,
controversies totally out of proportion to the original issue, and thus of
halting the development of a peace and friendship treaty already well
under way between the two countries.

In more general terms, what is striking about all these debates is the
interplay of tension, polarization, and even opposition between two
fundamentally, mutually exclusive memory paradigms: that of the mar-
tyr and hero on the one hand and that of the victim on the other. The
latter is itself an offshoot of the Holocaust paradigm, urged as universal
in the last quarter of the twentieth century.4 In all the countries con-
cerned, these two paradigms function either interdependently or, more
often, in (sometimes reciprocally exclusive) competition. In today’s
Germany the heroic paradigm has all but vanished, while the victim
paradigm rules supreme, complete with the ensuing exaggerated claims
and ‘inter-victim competition’.

Also notable here is the skill Erika Steinbach has brought to making
this paradigm work for expellees and giving their cause fresh legitimacy
and a new lease of life.5 At the official level in Algeria, the heroic model
vaunting the memory of combatants and martyrs is largely dominant;
here, too, in the background is the issue of who is entitled to first place
in the hierarchy of heroes and martyrs. At the same time, in its relation-
ship with France, Algeria frequently falls back on the victim model.6

In Poland the two models have found a mode of more or less peace-
ful coexistence: the museum devoted to the 1944 Warsaw uprising fits
mainly with the heroic-memory-of-the-martyred-nation model, while
the new Jewish museum and the debate sparked by Jan Gross’ book
on Jedwabne are closer to the victim version.7 In France the defenders



Comparison – the Way to Understanding 277

of the Pieds-Noirs and the harkis waver between the two registers, pre-
senting them now as heroes of French civilization and progress, now
as innocent victims still awaiting full public recognition after an unjust
expulsion.

Words, things, and practices

Memory, even if historians sometimes have trouble admitting the fact,
is a matter not only of discourse, but also, and even primarily, of images
and words, objects and practices. The image field is so vast that to
address it here would be to shatter the framework of these brief con-
cluding remarks. And so I shall immediately get down to the question
of words – all the more important in that they themselves carry a very
strong emotional charge.

Two examples will suffice to make my point: the first is that of
Flucht und Vertreibung, terms now accepted as canonical in debate in
Germany, in spite of being the very opposite of analytical. Whence the
wise decision on the part of those coordinating the dialogue between
German and Polish historians in the 1970s and 1980s to replace them
with Umsiedlung (resettlement), a word less highly charged and more
acceptable to the authorities in socialist Poland – until Wlodimierz
Borodziej summoned both sides to ‘call a spade a spade’ and forget their
misgivings about Vertreibung.8

The other example comes from the Algerian War: for perfectly logical
reasons the French state refused to use the term ‘war’ throughout the
duration of the conflict, and it was not until 1999 that the war was
officially recognized as such. Despite this step in the right direction,
a word truly acceptable to both French and Algerians is still proving
elusive, if only because what was a war for one side, was a revolution
and a struggle for national liberation for the other.

The same applies in the even vaster and highly sensitive field of place
names: when was it that in each of the countries concerned public
reminders began to be issued that the city now called Gdansk was, until
1945, called Danzig, and is now de facto both? And when was it that
public reminders began to be issued that today’s city of Annaba was
called Bône during the French colonial period and Hippo in antiquity,
and is now de facto all three? And what about those countless streets
and neighborhoods which, in Germany as in France, bear names still
perpetuating the memory of the ‘lost territories’?

With regard to objects and visible vestiges, I think in particular about
everything to do with heritage. Archives and libraries, of course, but



278 Vertriebene and Pieds-Noirs in Postwar Germany and France

equally so towns and villages, buildings and monuments that preserve
the memory of a former, abolished presence – with, according to epochs
and circumstances, the attendant destructions, appropriations, preser-
vations, and even reconstructions. Where destruction is concerned, one
example is the numerous desecrations of German cemeteries in the for-
mer German provinces after their assignment to Poland; but this is only
one aspect of much larger processes.9 Among the appropriations I think
of the transformation in Poland of many former German Protestant
churches into Catholic ones; but also, in Algeria, of Catholic and Protes-
tant churches – and synagogues – into mosques.10 But we should not
forget, either, especially in the case of Poland, all the work of preser-
vation and reconstruction of the German architectural heritage, from
the restoration of Marienburg Castle near Malbork to the reconstruction
of the Old Town in Gdansk as a perfect replica of a German-speaking
Hanseatic city during the Renaissance.

Lastly, in practical, everyday terms, I think of the package tours orga-
nized by and for the one-time inhabitants (and their descendants) of the
former German eastern provinces and former French Algeria; the double
aim being, in the form of semi-secular pilgrimages, a rediscovery of the
localities of the past and the tombs of the ancestors, and a discovery of
the present-day reality of these regions.11 For in addition to the trips
that are primarily nostalgic and commemorative in intent, there are
many others whose primary concern is insight into the new life of the
villages and towns of contemporary Poland and independent Algeria –
their inhabitants, their history, their appropriation of the past – and
ultimately the creation of binational and transnational communities of
memory.

From dividedness to sharing?

Must we hope for, one day, a common memory of the expulsion of the
Germans and the repatriation of the French of Algeria? In its utopian
naïveté the question contains its own answer. The idea of a common
memory runs so directly counter to the reality of memory as a complex,
dynamic, dialectical socio-cultural process, borne along by its internal
differences and its divisions, that there is no point in lingering over it.
It is quite simply meaningless. The real question is, rather, whether or
not the transition is feasible from a conflictual divided memory to a
shared one; and of how the transition might be effected from just such
a divided memory to what Italian historian Luisa Passerini has called a
‘shareable’ one.12
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To return to the two examples compared in this volume, everything
suggests that in the case of Germany and Poland we are witnessing the
transition from a divided to a shareable – if not shared – memory of
the flight and expulsion of the German populations. The debate on
the issue has long since ceased to be purely national and is now tak-
ing place in an increasingly cross-border, binational and international
context. On both sides the dominant feeling is that the two countries’
pasts are structurally interlinked and can only be understood from a
joint point of view. All this is the outcome of a long-drawn-out pro-
cess and has become possible only in the wake of Germany’s full and
complete recognition of Nazism’s primary responsibility in precipitat-
ing World War II and its concomitant crimes; of the transformation of
the international and geopolitical state of affairs (full German accep-
tance of Poland’s borders, the collapse of the Soviet bloc, enlargement of
the European Union); of generational change and ongoing cooperation
between historians; and of the acknowledgment by large segments of
the Polish population that their forebears could have been both victims
and perpetrators during World War II – and by extension that overall,
the history and memory of Germany and Poland are a matter of shared
responsibility.

In the case of Algeria and France, though, there seems not to have
been the same progress, and the path ahead remains long. In France it
is beginning to be known that 8 May 1945 was the date not only of the
victory over Nazi Germany, but also of the Sétif massacres in Algeria.
The teaching of colonial history and the Algerian War has changed rad-
ically over recent decades, with many French and Algerian historians
striving for closer study and understanding of their countries’ pasts. The
fact remains, however, that official France is still somewhat reluctant to
acknowledge its primary responsibilities in the history of its interdepen-
dent relationship with Algeria since 1830. And while it is true that, as
in the case of Poland and Germany, the two countries have a shared
responsibility in respect of their common history, the French state and
French society cannot afford to forgo thorough public recognition of
the realities of colonialism. This is the essential precondition for the
beginnings of a shared Franco-Algerian memory.

Memory itself is a reality so complex and so far-reaching that it eludes
all attempts at control and guidance by politicians and historians. But to
the extent that it is a living reality, it never ceases to surprise us. Rather
than yielding to doubt or skepticism, let us in all confidence recall
the words of St Augustine, bishop of Hippo, who wrote so luminously,
‘Magna vis est memoriae’ – ‘Great is the power of memory’.13
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