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Migration and Migration Policies in Europe since 1945. Con ference 
organ ized by the German Histor ical Insti tute London in co-operation 
with the London School of Eco nomics and Polit ical Sci ence, held 
online, 30 June–3 July 2021. Con veners: Ulrich Herbert and Jakob 
Schön hagen (For schungs gruppe Zeit geschichte, Uni versity of Frei-
burg), and Chris tina von Hodenberg (GHIL). 

What has migration meant to Europe since 1945? The start ing point 
for this inter national con ference, held digit ally and organ ized by the 
GHIL, was the hypoth esis that pre vious works on migra tion his tory 
have either stuck to the level of the nation, or focused ex clusively 
on inter national organ izations and pro cesses. It is rare to find com-
para tive and syn thesizing stud ies that bring these levels to gether. By 
look ing at migra tion pro cesses in eleven Euro pean coun tries along 
with the migra tion policies of the United Nations (UN) and the 
Euro pean Union (EU), the con ference aimed to iden tify over arch ing 
na tional similar ities and differ ences as well as breaks in con tinu ity, 
and to ques tion common historio graphical narra tives and period-
izations, there by laying the foun dations for fur ther trans national and 
com para tive work.

In his keynote lecture, Peter Gatrell (University of Man chester) 
enumer ated the themes that a Euro pean his tory of migra tion after 1945 
cannot ignore, and put for ward his own pro posal for period ization. For 
Gatrell, the his tory of migra tion even after the Second World War can 
only be under stood as a his tory of not just con ven tional, but also struc-
tural vio lence. Migra tion, he said, was in many cases not only an ‘escape 
from vio lence’, in the words of Aristide R. Zol berg, but also an escape 
into vio lence.1 Gatrell argued that migra tion his tory must take more 
ac count of three factors: first, the in flu ence of the Euro pean em pires; 

Trans. by Angela Davies (GHIL)

This conference report is based on the German version published in H-Soz-Kult, 
11 Jan. 2022, at [https://www.hsozkult.de/searching/id/tagungsberichte-
9245?title=migration-and-migration-policies-in-europe-since-1945], accessed 3 
Feb. 2022.

1 See Aristide R. Zolberg, Astri Suhrke, and Sergio Aguayo, Escape from Vio lence: 
Con flict and the Refugee Crisis in the Developing World (New York, 1989), 29–36.
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second, the vari ous demo graphic pol icies of the Euro pean na tional 
states; and third, Euro pean dias poras (for ex ample, of the Bul garian 
people). He went on to pro pose a period ization for Euro pean migra tion 
policy. After the con tinuing vio lence after the war (1945–49), the high 
point of planned migra tion (1950–73), and the Schengen era follow ing 
the Yugo slav wars of the 1990s, Gatrell sug gested that the Euro pean 
states found them selves in a crisis about the right of asylum and were 
in a panic mode that has still not passed. He con cluded with a plea for 
the public debate to be plural ized, and pointed out that histor ians can 
make a con tribu tion to this.

The first panel, which dealt with Western European nations, began 
with Matthias Waechter (CIFE, Euro pean Insti tute, Nice) dis cuss ing in-
consist encies in French migra tion his tory. Since the nine teenth cen tury, 
he said, the French govern ment had pushed the image of a welcom ing 
land (terre d’accueil), but in fact utili tarian con sider ations, demo graphic 
pat terns, and industrial ization dic tated French immi gration policy. If 
the baby boom in France after 1945 meant that the demo graphic factor 
was no longer so import ant, the Trente Glori euses—the thirty years of 
strong eco nomic growth from 1945 to 1975—were char acter ized by a 
con sensus about the need for labour immi gration, one which toler ated 
illegal immi gration. But the high un employ ment rates of the 1970s 
put an end to this too. In stead, the notion of a toler ance thresh old 
(seuil de tolér ance) gained ground, sug gest ing a maxi mum accept able 
level of immi gration. Bal ancing these views, Waechter pro posed that 
Gérard Noiriel’s de scrip tion of the coun try as a ‘melt ing pot’ was still 
meaning fully provoca tive, as both the idea of France as a failed coun-
try of immi gration and the French repub lican model con tinued to 
shape the public dis course in France.2

In her paper, Becky Taylor (University of East Anglia) ana lysed 
UK immi gration legis lation, point ing to the long shadow of the Brit-
ish Empire on the coun try’s migra tion his tory. This can be illus trated 
by refer ence to the Brit ish Nation ality Act 1948, which estab lished a 
single status of Citi zen of the United King dom and Col onies for resi-
dents of both the UK and its col onies, giving resi dents of the col onies 

2 See Gérard Noiriel, The French Melting Pot: Immi gration, Citizen ship, and Na-
tional Iden tity (Minneapolis, 1996), 265–79.
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a new nation ality which did not depend on being born in Brit ain. The 
pro visions of the act were increas ingly limited by fur ther legis lation in 
1962, 1968, and 1971, which made immi gration into the UK from the 
Afri can and Asian Common wealth more dif ficult. The Brit ish debate 
on Euro pean immi gration did not begin until the intro duction of EU 
citizen ship in the Maas tricht Treaty of 1992. At the same time, the 
Brit ish govern ment tried act ively to reduce the number of success ful 
asylum appli cations by pass ing numer ous asylum laws in the 1990s.

Summing up, Leo Lucassen (Inter national Insti tute of Social His-
tory, Amster dam) iden tified three funda mental aspects of change 
in the post-1945 Euro pean migra tion regime beyond the on going 
phenom enon of labour migra tion—namely, de colonization, the pos-
itive re valuation of refu gee status after 1990, and the entitle ment to 
wel fare rights for migrants. These develop ments have stalled, as de-
colonization can be con sidered over, the wel fare state is at pres ent 
largely closed to immi grants, and asylum law has come under strong 
polit ical pressure.

Jenny Pleinen (University of Augsburg/GHIL) then pre sented 
a case study in which she ana lysed the scope for action which local 
author ities had in Bel gium’s migra tion regime. After 1945 the Aliens 
Police, based in the Minis try of Just ice and number ing only fifty 
offi cers, de cided whether new ar rivals had the right to remain. As 
in France, the status of people who entered with out a visa but could 
demon strate that they had employ ment was retro spect ively legal ized 
in Bel gium. Pleinen showed that despite Bel gium’s central ized immi-
gration policy, local author ities could offer bureau cratic resist ance 
to the Minis try of Justice by taking a long time to imple ment orders, 
not meet ing formal require ments, or simply not con sult ing the Aliens 
Police. In the 1960s this scope for action, which de facto existed al-
ready, was formal ized, and the adminis tration was also de central ized.

The second panel, on Eastern and South-Eastern Euro pean states, 
was opened by Emilia Salvanou (Hellenic Open Uni versity, Athens) 
look ing at the con sequences of the Greek Civil War (1946–9), during 
which up to 10 per cent of the popu lation took flight. The re moval of 
chil dren by both sides in the Civil War, who trans ported them to East-
ern Euro pean countries or to Aus tralia and the USA, is still the cen tral 
historio graphical and polit ical point of con ten tion. While mi grant 
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workers in the 1950s tended to move intern ally to cities in Greece or 
extern ally to the USA, by the 1960s they wanted to go to Europe—
and to the Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many (FRG) in par ticu lar. The end 
of the Cold War was a turn ing point, after which immi gration into 
Greece, espe cially from Al bania, in creased strongly. Al though at pres-
ent 7 per cent of the Greek popu lation does not hold a Greek pass port, 
the Greek nation still sees itself as ethnic ally highly homo genous and 
the jus san guinis—the prin ciple of nation ality law by which citizen-
ship is deter mined or ac quired by the nation ality or eth nicity of one 
or both parents—is an chored in Greek citizen ship law.

Dariusz Stola (Polish Academy of Sciences, Warsaw) em phasized 
Poland’s special pos ition as the only state repre sented at the con ference 
which was a former member of the East ern bloc. Because Poland had 
very small migra tion figures during the Cold War—in 1954, a total of 
only fifty exit per mits were issued—smaller-scale move ments of traders 
and sea sonal workers are also taken into ac count. In the early years of 
the Polish People’s Repub lic, only Ger mans and Jews had special per-
mission to emi grate. They were per mitted to leave the coun try in two 
phases—around 1950 and be tween 1955 and 1959—for the GDR, the 
FRG, and Israel. Finally, the end of the Cold War and Poland’s entry 
into the EU were de cisive turn ing points. There after emi gration in-
creased sharply, espe cially to the UK, as emi grants could fall back on 
exist ing net works of Poles who had emi grated before 1945, of Soli darity 
refu gees, and of Aus siedler (Ger mans who had been living in East ern 
Europe).

Marie-Janine Calic (LMU Munich) gave an over view of migra-
tion move ments to and from Yugo slavia. In the im medi ate post-war 
period, popu lation groups were re patri ated by the state, and the Hun-
garian, German, Jewish, and Muslim popu lations emi grated or were 
ex pelled. More than 100,000 people left the coun try as labour mi grants 
be tween 1945 and 1963, mostly headed for the FRG, al though this 
was il legal. The Yugo slav govern ment op posed this, and the status 
of Yugo slav mi grants in the FRG re mained pre carious until a recruit-
ment agree ment was signed in 1968. By pass ing an Am nesty Act in 
1962, the Yugo slav govern ment enabled former Nazi col labor ators 
who had fled the coun try to come back, and about half of them— 
around 50,000 people—re turned to Yugo slavia. The Yugo slav wars 
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(1991–2001), finally, re sulted in the big gest refu gee crisis in Europe 
since the Second World War, in the course of which 25 per cent of the 
popu lation left the former Yugoslavia.

Johan Svanberg (Stockholm University) opened the third panel, 
which brought to gether fur ther na tional case studies drawn from 
North ern, Cen tral, and South ern Europe. Svan berg de scribed Sweden’s 
post-war path from taking in Second World War refu gees to act ively re-
cruit ing labour. With this aim, the Swedish govern ment as early as 1947 
con cluded bi lateral agree ments with Italy, Hun gary, and Aus tria, until 
the Swedish unions pushed through a more restrict ive immi gration 
policy in 1967. In the 1950s most mi grants to Sweden still came from 
Scandi navia, en couraged by the establish ment of a Common Nordic 
Labour Market in 1954. Svan berg ques tioned the master narra tive of 
a switch from labour migra tion to refu gees and family re unions after 
1975, as this interpret ation was based solely on the de terior ating labour 
market in Sweden. In fact, mi grant workers often worked along side 
refu gees, with no dis tinction being made be tween them.

In the following paper, Ulrich Herbert (University of Frei burg) 
looked at what hap pened to dis placed persons, guest workers, refu-
gees, and Aus siedler in the post-war his tory of the FRG. The inte gration 
of more than twelve mil lion German refu gees (dis placed persons) from 
East ern Europe after the Second World War—a quarter of the FRG’s 
popu lation—can be seen as a suc cess, des pite initial resent ments. 
From 1955, the FRG began to re cruit South ern Euro pean mi grant 
workers, and this trend strength ened when the Berlin Wall was built 
in 1961. These were known as guest workers, and their employ ment 
was at first seen as a tem porary meas ure. As was the case in other 
West ern Euro pean coun tries, asylum law played only a mar ginal role 
in the FRG in the first two dec ades of its exist ence. This changed in 
re sponse to a judge ment of West Ger many’s Fed eral Adminis trative 
Court in Octo ber 1975 which guaran teed an un limited right of asylum. 
Con trary to represen tations in the media, which con cen trated mainly 
on Black refu gees in the 1990s, two-thirds of the 2.8 mil lion asylum 
seekers be tween 1986 and 2006 came from East ern Europe. Over the 
same period, roughly the same number of Aus siedler arrived in Ger-
many. Like the dis placed persons in the im medi ate post-war period, 
they were given preferen tial treat ment.
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Oliver Rathkolb (University of Vienna) em phasized the special 
fea tures of Aus tria’s migra tion policy by com parison with Ger many’s. 
He pointed out that the status of dis placed persons in post-war 
Aus tria was very differ ent from that in Ger many. By 1946, several 
hun dred thou sand Volks deutsche—ethnic Ger mans who had lived in 
East ern and South-Eastern Europe until 1945—had been ex pelled 
from Aus tria, but there after about 350,000 were inte grated. In Aus-
tria, recruit ment agree ments for mi grant workers from Spain (1961), 
Turkey (1964), and Yugo slavia (1966) were negoti ated by the unions 
and em ployers. The strong focus on cheap labour and the neg lect of 
edu cational pro grammes ex plain why to the pres ent day edu cation 
is not highly valued by these groups. But the inte gration of Bos nian 
refu gees after the Yugo slav wars must count as a suc cess story. The 
higher edu cational level of the refu gees on aver age com pared to that 
of other mi grant groups, as well as a sympa thetic re sponse born of 
im perial nostal gia in Aus tria, con trib uted to this.

Olga Sparschuh (TU Munich) explained that the usual ac count 
of Italy’s mi gration his tory, which sees it change from a coun try 
of emi gration to one of immi gration in the 1970s, pre sents a more 
differ en tiated pic ture if in ternal mi gration is also taken into ac count. 
Be tween 1955 and 1971 about nine mil lion Ital ians migrated within the 
coun try, which is more than left the coun try for Europe over the same 
period. Not only Munich, but also Turin was a destin ation for mi grant 
workers from south ern Italy. The year 1973, when for the first time 
more people immi grated than emi grated, marked the begin ning of 
Italy’s slow shift from a coun try of emi gration to one of immi gration. 
Until the 1990s, immi gration was not legally regu lated because of the 
low numbers. Several pro grammes were sub sequently intro duced to 
retro spectively legal ize the status of immigrants.

In the first paper of the fourth panel, which looked at Euro pean 
and global aspects of migra tion his tory, Jürgen Bast (Justus Liebig 
Uni versity Giessen) ex plained that EU migra tion law now exerts a de-
cisive in flu ence on policy in the Euro pean na tional states. The path to 
this out come can be ex plained by the close con nection be tween EU 
con sti tutional and migra tion law. To start with, the Treaties of Rome 
estab lished a split migra tion regime from 1958. This guaran teed free-
dom of move ment within the Euro pean Eco nomic Com munity (EEC), 

ConferenCe reports



135

but did not apply to immi grants from third coun tries and the French 
over seas terri tories. The Treaty of Amster dam, which came into force 
in 1999, and the Euro pean Coun cil meet ing held in Tam pere in the 
same year repre sented a turn ing point. The numer ous guide lines sub-
sequently adopted—on family re unification, for ex ample—resulted in 
a common EU lib eral asylum and migra tion policy for immi grants 
from third countries.

Michael Mayer (Academy for Political Education, Tutzing) then 
dis cussed a spe cific aspect of Euro pean migra tion his tory—namely, 
asylum in Europe. He started by look ing at how inter national refu gee 
law and the con cept of asylum were shaped by the West ern Euro-
pean states and the USA in the im medi ate post-war period. At this 
time, the 1951 Geneva Refu gee Con ven tion limited the con cept of 
refu gees to Europe and ig nored refu gee crises else where. Mayer then 
em phasized what was differ ent about the FRG in a Euro pean con-
text—namely, that it an chored the right to asylum for those suffer ing 
polit ical per secution in its con sti tution. The ori ginal aim of this clause 
was to help Ger mans who were being polit ically per secuted in the 
Soviet Occu pation Zone, but it was made redun dant as East Ger mans 
were auto matic ally granted citizen ship of the FRG.

Taking the United Nations High Commission for Refu gees 
(UNHCR) as an ex ample, Jakob Schön hagen (University of Frei burg) 
demon strated that the UN did not iden tify refu gee move ments as 
a persist ent polit ical prob lem until the 1960s. Ini tially, the budget of 
the Inter national Refu gee Organ ization (IRO), which had existed since 
1946, was sav agely cut with the found ing of the UNHCR in 1950 and 
the pass ing of the Geneva Con ven tion on Refu gees in 1951, and refu gee 
policy was re nationalized. Refu gees were de fined solely as Euro pean 
dis placed per sons—a prob lem unique to the past—and what Schön-
hagen called ‘a polit ics with out future’ was the result. It was not until 
the start of de colonization—with refu gee move ments during the Al-
gerian War (1954–62), for ex ample—that the UN grad ually de veloped a 
more uni versal under stand ing of refu gees, as codi fied in the New York 
Proto col of 1967. Schön hagen pointed out, how ever, that this more 
uni versal view was frag mented. While the UNHCR first co-ordinated 
com prehen sive aid efforts in 1971 during the Indo-Pakistani war, it did 
not offer assist ance during the war in Biafra or the Viet nam War.
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The paper by Agnes Bresselau von Bressensdorf (Berlin Center for 
Cold War Studies) fol lowed on chrono logically from Schön hagen’s 
presen tation. She dis cussed the global refu gee regime from 1970 in 
terms of the root causes debate in the UN and Euro pean prac tices 
in Afghani stan and Pakistan. The root causes debate—in which a 
German initia tive of around 1980 sug gested that pre vent ing refu gee 
move ments in the first place should be priori tized over later humani-
tarian meas ures—was sub sequently con nected with the issue of 
struc tural in equality be tween the Global North and the Global South, 
some thing that had al ready been dis cussed for some time. Specific-
ally, the member states of the Euro pean Com munity fol lowed a 
strat egy of regional ization for refu gees from Pakistan and Afghani-
stan. By pro viding aid to refu gees on the bor ders and involv ing the 
Turk ish govern ment, they at tempted to keep refu gee move ments as 
far from Euro pean borders as possible.

Summing up, Ulrich Herbert suggested that a periodization pat-
tern could be dis cerned for all the coun tries dis cussed. First there was 
the phase between 1944–5 and the mid 1950s, during which migra tion 
pro cesses were shaped by the after math of war and de colonization. 
Second, in the West, the years between the mid 1950s and the early 
1970s were marked by labour migra tion within Europe, while this did 
not apply in the polit ical East with the ex ception of Yugo slavia. The 
third phase iden tified by Her bert, from the early 1970s to the years 
around 1990, was char acter ized in the West by a switch from labour 
migra tion to refu gee and asylum migra tion. A great migra tion to the 
West began in the dis inte grating Soviet empire, mostly by mi grants 
seek ing asylum, and in the special case of Ger many as a destin ation, 
also the migra tion of ethnic German Aus siedler. After the fall of the 
Soviet empire, West ern Europe began to close its bor ders to fur ther 
immi gration—with vari able suc cess—while east ern Cen tral Europe 
saw refu gees from the Global South seek ing asylum for the first time. 

Herbert also pointed out that the per spective of the refu gees has 
found little con sider ation in the re search, which is domin ated by 
images of vic tims or pio neers. It has also become appar ent that while 
mass migra tion has almost always re sulted in signifi cant chal lenges in 
the host coun tries, these were caused not so much by the immi grants 
them selves as by the re actions of the soci eties re ceiving them. While 
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Herbert person ally favoured an ana lytical rather than an activ ist role 
for histor ians, he stressed the need for them to take a pos ition in the 
cur rent situ ation.

ralf KretzsChMar (University of Freiburg)
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