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1 | Understanding forced migration

Forced migration has a long history. States have routinely moved citizens
within their territories – to exploit their labor, crush resistance, or forge ethni-
cally homogeneous societies. Wars, famines, and natural disasters have wrought
displacement on an even greater scale. The issue remains front and center to-
day: the number of forcibly displaced people has grown by over 50% in the last
decade, surpassing 100 million.1 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022
has uprooted at least 14 million people, destabilizing the continent where mili-
tary conflict was considered obsolete and creating the largest refugee crisis since
World War II (see Figure 1.1).

WWII analogies are pervasive in discussions of the Ukrainian refugee crisis.
Then and now, roads and train stations swelled with thousands of refugees from
the east. The Ukrainian refugees crossing into the EU today are finding shelter
in the same towns and villages that had been emptied out by bombing, depor-
tations, and genocide eighty years prior. They are following in the footsteps of
Polish refugees from western Ukraine and of German expellees from Poland and
the Soviet Union, who were displaced from their homes after Polish and German
international borders were moved in 1945. Only now Poles and Germans are on
the other side, providing shelter to the displaced Ukrainians.

Altogether, WWII uprooted more than 60 million people. Nazi Germany and
the Soviet Union were responsible for displacing and murdering millions of civil-
ians during the war itself. But after the fighting stopped, an additional 20 million
people were set on the move by the decision of the Soviet Union, United States,
and United Kingdom to redraw Polish and German borders and by the belief
that ethnic minorities were a source of conflict. The Soviet Union’s claims on
Poland’s eastern borderlands led to the shift of the Polish borders by 200 km
to the west, at the expense of defeated Germany. This meant that millions of
Polish citizens suddenly found themselves abroad, in the newly created Lithua-
nian, Belarusian, and Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republics. Approximately two
million would be “voluntarily repatriated” to Poland. At the same time, half a mil-
lion Ukrainians, Belarusians and Lithuanians would be transferred from Poland
to their newly created nation-states in the east. The annexation of Germany’s
eastern provinces to Poland and the Soviet Union also uprooted approximately

1UNHCR. “More than 100 million people are forcibly displaced.” 2022. URL:
https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/insights/explainers/100-million-forcibly-
displaced.html
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Figure 1.1: Major episodes of forced displacement in 1900-2022. Numbers of
refugees are averaged across conflict years.

eight million ethnic Germans, who accounted for 90% of the population in the
annexed region. In addition, more than three million Germans were expelled
from Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia, where they had lived
for centuries prior. Having fought on opposite sides in WWII, Poles and Ger-
mans encountered a similar fate in its aftermath, forced to flee westward as their
hometowns and villages were annexed by a foreign government.

Mass uprooting of civilians at the end of the war was conducted in the name
of peace. The ostensible goal of the Allied powers was to reduce interstate con-
flict by creating ethnically homogeneous nation-states. Winston Churchill de-
scribed the transfer as a “clean sweep” after which there would “be no more
mixture of populations to cause endless trouble.” The removal of ethnic minori-
ties was widely perceived as a legitimate approach for mitigating domestic and
international conflicts and received far less discussion than the positioning of
the borders themselves (Frank 2017, 227). As this book will show, the legacies
of this mass uprooting continue to influence social and economic outcomes in
contemporary Europe.

Figure 1.2 shows the extent of uprooting in Poland and Germany after the
completion of the population transfers. One third of contemporary Poland, equiv-
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alent to 39,000 square miles, experienced a nearly complete turnover of popu-
lation in just a few years. With the exception of a few counties in Upper Silesia
(southwest Poland) and Masuria (northeast Poland), regions settled by ethnic
minorities that the Polish government considered assimilable enough, the area
was repopulated from scratch. Its new inhabitants, at over five million, included
forced migrants from the territories annexed by the Soviet Union as well as vol-
untary migrants from central Poland and western Europe. These migrants took
over the formerly German property and sought to erase all traces of the region’s
prewar inhabitants by renaming towns and villages, tearing down German mon-
uments, and removing German inscriptions and swastikas.

Figure 1.2: The extent of uprooting in Poland and Germany after the Second
World War. Data for the GDR (DDR) are at the country level. Data for regions
that were in Poland before 1945 are at the province level.

As a result of these planned transfers as well as genocide and ethnic engi-
neering implemented by Nazi Germany during the war, Poland became one of
the most ethnically homogeneous states in Europe. This was a remarkable out-
come, considering that ethnic minorities made up nearly a third of the country’s
population in 1931.2

2According to the 1931 Census, which undercounted ethnic minorities in the east of the
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Population movements in even higher absolute numbers occurred in Ger-
many, whose territory was reduced by approximately 25% compared to its 1937
borders. Devastated by the war and divided into four occupation zones, the
country received 12.5 million forced migrants, including expellees from the ter-
ritories lost to Poland and the Soviet Union as well as ethnic German minorities
who were no longer welcome in Eastern and Central Europe.3 By 1950, roughly
eight million refugees were resettled in West Germany and another four million
in East Germany. Forced migrants comprised approximately one fifth of the Ger-
man population. Due to housing constraints, most were allocated to small rural
communities, but some wound up in overcrowded refugee camps instead. The
German expellees lost most of their property; many struggled to rebuild their
lives in an unfamiliar and often hostile environment.

How did the uprooted populations form ties to their new states and soci-
eties? Did the achievement of ethnic homogeneity reduce conflict and increase
social solidarity? What were the short- and long-run economic consequences of
mass immigration for the receiving communities? The two cases of Poland and
Germany provide an opportunity to reexamine existing theories about the con-
sequences of mass migration and ethnic homogeneity for state building, public
goods provision, and economic development.

Existing research on forced migration and ethnic di-
versity

The Allied powers agreed to uproot millions of people in order to create eth-
nically homogeneous states and societies. They viewed ethnic minorities as “a
constant source of grievances and friction,” to quote the British foreign secretary
Anthony Eden (Frank 2017, 233). In the parlance of modern political science,
they subscribed to primordialist and/or essentialist views on ethnicity. That
is, they believed that ethnic identities derive from deeply ingrained biological
or cultural attributes, remain stable over time, and produce deep “emotional”
attachments.

Scholarly confidence in the ingrained and unchanging features of ethnic at-
tachments has dwindled over time. The view that separating populations can be
a viable solution to conflict is expressed rarely and with caveats (e.g. Kaufmann
1998). Ethnicity is now viewed as constructed and contingent, with individ-

country, only 68.9% of the population was Polish. Poland’s three million Jews largely perished in
the Holocaust. Most members of Poland’s Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belarusian minorities were
now located east of the new Polish-Soviet border, in their ethnic republics. The fate of Poland’s
German minority as well as the Volksdeutsche settled in Poland during the war was similar to
the fate of Germans who lived east of the Oder-Neisse line.

3Aside from the Reichsdeutsche, who originated in the territories that belonged to Germany
before WWII, the largest group of forced migrants was some 3 million ethnic Germans from
Czechoslovakia.
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uals able to choose from and hold multiple identities. Institutions, economic
resources, demography, and politics all shape individual identity at any given
point (Laitin 1998). Constructivism has achieved hegemony in research on eth-
nicity across social sciences (Wimmer 2013, 2). Relatedly, scholars no longer be-
lieve that the presence of multiple ethnic groups and strong ethnic attachments
invariably produce conflict. Our theories of conflict and cooperation in ethni-
cally heterogeneous societies have become more nuanced, with greater atten-
tion to the role of electoral incentives and political institutions (Wilkinson 2004;
Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009), social ties and associational life (Varshney
2002), economic scarcity (Dancygier 2010), and the quest for political dominance
(Kopstein and Wittenberg 2018).

Despite this shift in our understanding of ethnic identity, ethnic homogene-
ity remains in high regard among researchers. The idea that ethnic divisions
undermine economic development is “one of the most powerful hypotheses in
political economy” today (Banerjee, Iyer, and Somanathan 2005, 636). A large
body of research has found a negative relationship between ethnic heterogeneity
and prosocial behavior, institutional quality, public goods, democratic gover-
nance, welfare spending, and economic performance (e.g., Alesina, Baqir, and
Easterly 1999; Luttmer 2001; Uslaner 2002; Knack 2002; Stolle, Soroka, and
Johnston 2008; Gershman and Rivera 2018; Alesina, Murard, and Rapoport
2019).4 Studies have shown that empathy and prosocial behavior stop at ethnic
boundaries, and that people are less willing to contribute to the welfare of indi-
viduals from different cultures or backgrounds (Alesina, Murard, and Rapoport
2019; Greenwald and Pettigrew 2014). Heterogeneous societies are believed to
be at a disadvantage because their members distrust one another and have a
reduced capacity for collective action (Habyarimana et al. 2009; Alesina and Fer-
rara 2002; Putnam 2007; Dinesen and Sønderskov 2015; Algan, Hémet, and
Laitin 2016; Banerjee, Iyer, and Somanathan 2005). In other words, ethnic di-
versity undermines the accumulation of social capital, defined as “the ability of
actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social networks or other
social structures” (Portes 1998, 6).

These conclusions about the costs of ethnic divisions contrast with the ev-
idence from cognitive science, sociology, law, economics, political science, and
other disciplines that cooperation without trust is common and that modern
societies are already endowed with many alternative mechanisms designed to
sanction free riding (e.g., Stagnaro, Arechar, and Rand 2017; Cook, Hardin, and
Levi 2005; Lazzarini, Miller, and Zenger 2004; Knight 1998; Williamson 1979).
Throughout history, people successfully bridged their differences and deliber-

4While a few recent articles have challenged the universal nature of this relationship by
demonstrating the endogeneity of contemporary levels of ethnic diversity to historical levels of
state capacity and public goods provision (Singh and vom Hau 2016; Darden and Mylonas 2016;
Wimmer 2016) or by highlighting the role of ethnic discrimination as an alternative mechanism
for the “diversity detriment” finding (Lee 2017), the consensus that homogeneity is beneficial
remains unchallenged.
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ately formalized social ties when informal trust was lacking to pursue their eco-
nomic objectives (Alfani and Gourdon 2012; Greif 2006; Jha 2013). Relatedly,
a well-established consensus in the literature on economic development is that
modern economic growth was made possible by the gradual expansion of for-
mal law and public authority rather than by the accumulation of social capital
(North 1990; Greif 1993; Ogilvie and Carus 2014; Dincecco 2017). Today, spe-
cialized state agencies rather than tight-knit communities engage in monitoring
opportunistic behavior and curbing free-riding in collective action dilemmas. In-
dividuals contribute to public goods by paying taxes, and the state rather than
civil society is in charge of enforcing fiscal rules.

In their quest for homogeneity at the end of WWII, European policymakers
wound up creating a new problem – millions of refugees. “Resented and re-
sentful, they crowd in on the overcrowded, always wanting to ‘go home’ and
thus a constant stimulus to the ‘irredentism’ that has caused so many wars,”
Ann O’Hare McCormik of the New York Times described the situation in West
Germany in 1951, six years after the war ended. The fact that refugees were
“repatriated” into their home states and settled next to their purported coeth-
nics did not prevent conflict in the receiving communities or settle the questions
of nationality once and for all (Zaremba 2012; Kossert 2008). The challenge of
housing and feeding millions of dispossessed and dispirited individuals exceeded
the capabilities of the weakened postwar governments. In West Germany, some
openly argued that “only the death or emigration of 20 million” people could
alleviate food shortages (Lemberg 1959, 31).

Contemporary political discourse about refugees echoes these sentiments.
Forced migration is considered a developmental challenge. Whereas voluntary
migrants choose destinations based on the availability of jobs and support net-
works, forced migrants lose their assets and livelihoods and frequently end up
in places with limited resources and few social connections, mismatched to their
skills and talents. The recent influx of refugees to Europe has strained state
resources and provoked intergroup tensions. Many Europeans perceive the new-
comers as a threat to domestic security and a burden on the economy.5

Some of these fears are not unfounded. Studies show that large-scale immi-
gration can increase political radicalization – among forced and voluntary mi-
grants, who experience economic deprivation and social marginalization, as well
as among the natives, who perceive immigration as a cultural or economic threat
(Dancygier 2010; Rooduijn 2017; Visser et al. 2014; Burgoon et al. 2019; Gidron
and Hall 2019; Sachweh 2020). In developing countries, where the majority of
the world’s refugees currently reside, forced migration may contribute to civil
and interstate conflict and increase the risk of terrorism (Salehyan 2008; Sale-
hyan and Gleditsch 2006; Rüegger 2019; Choi and Salehyan 2013; Choi and
Piazza 2014). When refugees are repatriated to their places of origin, their ar-
rival may heighten social tensions and lead to violence (Isser and der Auweraert

5Esipova, Neli, Julie Rray and Anita Pugliese. World Grows Less Accepting of Migrants. Sep.
23, 2020, https://news.gallup.com/poll/320678/world-grows-less-accepting-migrants.aspx
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2009; Schwartz 2019; McMichael 2014).
It is unclear how long these negative effects of refugee presence last. Our

knowledge of the consequences of forced migration is based on data from the
last decade or two, when most of the current refugees have arrived. Scholars
investigate the immediate electoral or labor market consequences of forced mi-
gration. They draw conclusions from observing refugee-native interactions at
the height of the distributional conflict, when communities are still adjusting
to sudden demographic changes produced by forced displacement. Ongoing
refugee crises are easier to study and generate more headlines, but their con-
clusions are provisional or incomplete. There is growing evidence that the effects
of displacement unfold over a long time-horizon and may change in magnitude
and direction over time (Charnysh 2023). For instance, opposition to redistri-
bution and intolerance among the native population generally declines as they
become more accustomed to cultural diversity and have more contact with out-
group members (Ramos et al. 2019; Christ et al. 2014). Migrants’ participation
in politics and labor market changes with their legal status, familiarity with the
destination country, and diffusion of norms from natives to migrants. Adopting
a longer perspective is thus necessary for a more comprehensive and accurate
evaluation of the impact of forced migration on receiving societies.

This book urges scholars to rethink both the benefits of ethnic homogeneity
and the costs of hosting refugees. It shows that forced migration, a traumatic
event, can strengthen states and benefit local economies in the long run by in-
creasing social heterogeneity at the subnational level.

The argument

To gain a better understanding of the prospects of post-migration societies,
I propose tracing their trajectory of social and economic development over a
longer timeframe. To that end, I study the impact of mass displacement at a
critical juncture – “time zero,” the period of fundamental institutional and social
transformation in Western Poland and West Germany – on social and economic
development at various points in time. I ask not only how refugees and natives
learned to live together in their shared communities, but also how the arrival
of refugees transformed state-society relations and shaped long-term economic
performance.

First, I argue that forced migration can create new social cleavages based on
migration status and place of origin. This is the case even when the displaced
population belongs to the same ethnic group as the native population. To de-
velop the insight, I build on theoretical perspectives that emphasize the role of
boundaries in the creation and dissolution of social groups (Barth 1969; Lam-
ont and Molnár 2002; Wimmer 2013). This view privileges “self-ascription and
the ascription of others” over “objective cultural traits” and emphasizes the role
of contact an in defining contrasting group identities (Barth 1969, 15). It does
not treat ethnic groups as automatically endowed with distinct culture, dense
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network ties, or ingroup solidarity (Wimmer 2013, 22). Adopting the boundary-
making perspective allows me to analyze patterns of group formation in a given
setting without assuming that they will follow ethnic lines.

Mass uprooting creates new boundaries through two related processes. One
is the accentuation of differences between groups through intergroup interaction
and physical proximity. Most cultural traits, such as language, dialect, religion,
dress, customs, and strength of national attachment, vary across space. As large
numbers of people from one region move to another, their differences from the
locals stand out more. Other traits that produce migration-based cleavages are
created by the experience of forced displacement itself. Refugees are subjected
to violence and discrimination and their legal status at destination is often un-
certain. The trauma of displacement and dispossession unites individuals that
may have had little in common prior to migration and at the same time set them
apart from the native population and voluntary migrants (Schwartz 2019).

The other process is increased competition over resources in receiving com-
munities. The arrival of refugees increases pressure on public services and cre-
ates conditions of economic scarcity. The native population acquires an incentive
to defend their access to land, housing, and jobs by mobilizing around its indige-
nous status. Refugees also have incentives to coordinate on their group identity
to overcome native resistance and obtain more resources. As group member-
ship becomes increasingly important for preserving or acquiring material goods
and making claims on the state, the boundaries between insiders and outsiders
become solidified (Caselli and Coleman 2012; Pengl, Roessler, and Rueda 2021;
Bates 1974). Such competition is more likely when migrants settle in densely
populated places and when intergroup inequality is high, and it is unrelated to
cultural distance between refugees and natives (Dancygier 2010, 292). In this
way, local-level interaction and competition can create and solidify new bound-
aries between individuals who belong to the same ethnicity or nationality.6

Migration-based cleavages will have important implications for cooperation in
affected communities. I expect them to operate in ways similar to ethnic cleav-
ages by increasing the heterogeneity of preferences and reducing willingness
to invest in collective goods. Multiple studies have shown that salient group
identities – regardless of whether they are based on language, religion or level
of religiosity, socio-economic status, or region of origin – reduce agreement on
which public goods should be provided and lower willingness to sacrifice for the
wellbeing of others (Rueda 2018; Freier, Geys, and Holm 2013; Lieberman and
McClendon 2013; Habyarimana et al. 2009; Enos and Gidron 2016).

Where I depart from existing literature on ethnic diversity is in proposing that

6This part of the argument relates to the literature on the “sons of soil” conflicts, understood
as conflicts between members of an indigenous ethnic group and recent immigrants from other
regions (e.g., Fearon and Laitin 2011), but does not rely on ethnic differences. Instead I expect
that migration itself will produce cleavages between natives and newcomers. Indeed, there are
cases where displacement generates new ethnic groups, such as the Mohajirs or Muslims who
migrated from India to Pakistan after the Partition of India (Chandra 2006).
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by creating new divisions and weakening cooperation at the subnational level,
mass displacement can shore up the role of the state in the provision of collective
goods. Conflicts that inevitably arise between migrants and natives necessitate
state intervention. Uprooted heterogeneous communities have more to gain from
relying on centralized state authority than tight-knit homogeneous communities
because they are less successful at self-organizing and providing local public
goods. Relatedly, individuals in such communities are more likely to turn to the
state or other formal organizations for credit, insurance, and protection because
they cannot turn to their family or community.

If the state can meet this increased demand, it expands its societal reach and
integrates the uprooted populations politically and economically. State-builders’
priorities vary, but they are typically motivated by internal and external threats
(Tilly 1990; Herbst 1990; Wimmer 2012; Darden and Mylonas 2016). Concerns
about intergroup conflict and political stability incentivize states to allocate more
resources to uprooted and culturally heterogeneous communities, where the
risks of conflict are higher, relative to the more self-sufficient homogeneous com-
munities (Tajima 2014; Distelhorst and Hou 2017). The more resources the gov-
ernment invests, the stronger ties develop between the migrant population and
nascent political institutions. Over time, more frequent and encompassing state-
society interactions in heterogeneous uprooted communities enhance the state’s
ability to monitor private economic activity and collect revenue. In this way,
mass displacement may contribute to the formalization of social relationships
and the accumulation of state capacity, provided the centralized state already
exists and allocates sufficient resources to incorporating the displaced popula-
tions. The dynamic is self-reinforcing: Higher state capacity increases the state’s
ability to collect revenue and to provide public goods, and reduces the incentives
to rely on community-provided substitutes, which facilitates the buildup of state
capacity.

I further argue that the mixing of people from different places of origin may
increase private entrepreneurship and produce superior economic outcomes in
the long run. Several related mechanisms contribute to this outcome. One is
the greater reach of state institutions and increased supply of centrally-provided
public goods, which have been shown to increase the returns to productive eco-
nomic activity and lower the costs of economic exchange (Besley and Persson
2014; Dincecco 2017; North 1990). While many public goods can be provided
endogenously through informal norms and networks, this latter solution is only
“second-best,” as it limits the gains from specialization and economies of scale,
lowers competition, and can result in market segmentation (Fafchamps 2004;
Robinson 2016).

Importantly, the accumulation of state capacity advances private economic
activity only in states with “good” formal institutions. Such states are variously
categorized as inclusive, common-interest, or open-access because they protect
property rights and allow all citizens to use their skills and talents (Acemoglu and
Robinson 2012; Besley and Persson 2014; North, Wallis, and Weingast 2006). In-
stitutions matter because they regulate transaction costs and enforce coopera-
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tive behavior. Sustained economic growth is more likely when formal institutions
encourage broad societal participation in economic activity by protecting prop-
erty rights, enforcing contracts, and providing market-supporting public goods
to all citizens (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 144). The alternative is extractive
or limited-access institutions that benefit only some segments of society (such as
the economic or political elites or the dominant ethnic group). Such institutions
fail to protect property rights, create barriers to entry into specific occupations
or industries, and reduce opportunities for entrepreneurship and human capital
accumulation. An increase in the capacity of a state with extractive institutions
lowers the returns to productive economic activity by raising the risk of expro-
priation and/or excessive taxation.

Second, skill complementarity, innovation, and competition that come with
migration and cultural heterogeneity are more conducive to economic growth.
Uprooted populations may be more productive economically because they have
fewer assets and are less reliant on preexisting networks, which creates a more
flexible and mobile labor force, with positive economic externalities for local mar-
kets. People who come from different cultures bring new ideas and experiences,
which results in complementarities in production and stimulates entrepreneur-
ship and innovation (Alesina, Harnoss, and Rapoport 2016; Peri 2012; Brunow,
Trax, and Suedekum 2012). These benefits of migration and diversity are again
more likely to pay off in states with inclusive (open-access) institutions because
such institutions allow all individuals to apply their skills and facilitate interac-
tions between people from different cultures and walks of life by enforcing the
rule of law (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 144).

To summarize, mass displacement creates new cleavages by rearranging pop-
ulation in space and increasing competition for local resources. Migration-based
cleavages operate in ways similar to ethnic cleavages by increasing tensions and
reducing cooperation for the provision of local public goods. At the same time,
by weakening cooperation between individuals in the affected communities, an
influx of heterogeneous migrant populations can shore up the role of formal
state institutions in the provision of public goods. An important scope condi-
tion for this first part of the argument is that the state already exists and has
sufficient baseline capacity to govern. Greater reliance on formal state institu-
tions, in turn, creates more opportunities for predictable and enforceable arm’s
length transactions and facilitates private economic activity. Migration and di-
versity may also increase economic productivity by diversifying skills, increas-
ing competition, and encouraging occupational changes and entrepreneurship.
Counterintuitively, mass uprooting in the aftermath of a destructive conflict can
advance economic development in the long run. This second part of the argu-
ment requires that formal state institutions are inclusive, i.e. protect private
property rights and enforce contracts of all citizens.
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Data and methods

I evaluate this argument using qualitative and quantitative evidence from
communities affected by population transfers in Poland and West Germany in
the aftermath of WWII.

Poland faced a gargantuan task of repopulating one third of its territory and
building state institutions where none existed. The newly acquired provinces
were a frontier to be settled and integrated with the rest of the country. The pre-
war German population was expelled en masse and their place – and property –
was taken by forced and voluntary migrants from different regions. The structure
of transportation networks, the duration of travel, and the availability of vacant
housing at the time of arrival determined the composition of migrant popula-
tion in a given settlement. The Polish case thus amounts to a quasi-natural
experiment that created artificial migrant communities. This setup allows me
to compare communities that shared the experience of uprooting but varied in
the composition of migrant population. It also enables comparisons between
communities that experienced mass resettlement and communities with a more
stable population.

By contrast, West Germany had to accommodate millions of refugees in an
already densely populated territory, where local institutions remained largely in-
tact. The immediate concerns of the West German government were to provide
housing and food to the newcomers rather than to establish control of a new
region or to secure industrial and agricultural assets. Consequently, refugees
were directed to rural areas where they were quartered with the native popula-
tion. In addition to proximity to the eastern territories from which Germans were
expelled, the level of wartime destruction and the resulting availability of housing
influenced how many expellees were allocated to a given settlement. The German
case thus provides subnational variation in the share of expellee population as
well as in the regional diversity of expellees. It resembles most contemporary
cases of forced migration in that refugees were allocated to places with preexist-
ing population and institutional structures and were considerably poorer than
the native population.

Evaluating the argument requires explaining variation in social and economic
outcomes over both space and time within each case. In particular, I need to ac-
count not only for the micro-level variation in the provision of public goods and
state capacity across migrant communities, but also for the changes in economic
performance over time. Statistical evidence is most suitable for evaluating the
short and long run economic effects of forced migration on the receiving com-
munities, while narrative sources are more important for understanding how
migration creates new group boundaries and undermines investment in collec-
tive goods.

To that end, I use a mixed methods approach. My qualitative materials come
from archival sources, memoirs, newspapers, and secondary literature in Pol-
ish and German collected over fifteen months of field research. My quantitative
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analysis draws on four original datasets as well as datasets compiled by other
researchers. For the analysis of the effects of mass migration in the Polish ter-
ritory east of the Order-Neisse line, I digitized historical maps and unpublished
census data for over a thousand historical municipalities (Gminy) based on Pol-
ish and German censuses. I also digitized county and municipality level data
from statistical yearbooks published during the communist period. In addition,
I build on the village-level dataset on the composition of population in Upper
Silesia compiled by other researchers (Dworzak and Goc 2011). For the analysis
of forced migration in West Germany, I compiled an original dataset at the com-
mune (Gemeinde) level for the states of Bavaria and Schleswig-Holstein using
census materials for 1939, 1946, 1950, 1961, 1970, and 1987. I also incorpo-
rated and extended two county-level (Kreise) datasets created by others (Braun
and Franke 2021; Schmitt, Rattinger, and Oberndörfer 1994).

Within-country analysis allows me to construct more valid and context-appropriate
measures as well as to better isolate the causal mechanisms behind economic
and political effects of migration by holding constant key system-level charac-
teristics. At the same time, studying the effects of mass displacement in two
countries side-by-side is an opportunity to compare findings and causal mecha-
nisms across cases. Until 1989, Poland and West Germany had different regime
types and economic systems, and correspondingly adopted divergent policies to-
ward the uprooted population. If forced migration had comparable social and
economic consequences in such contrasting environments, then we can be more
certain that posited theoretical mechanisms operate regardless of these contex-
tual factors. If findings diverge across cases, then we have an opportunity for
understanding the background conditions under which forced displacement pro-
duces specific outcomes or a given causal mechanism operates.

What about East Germany, which also received a large number of German ex-
pellees after the war? Several studies have used the division of Germany into a
communist East and a capitalist West as a natural experiment to understand the
effects of communist institutions and policies on political attitudes and behav-
ior (e.g., Alesina and Fuchs-Schündeln 2007).7 This book does not interrogate
evidence from East Germany because only aggregate data on the allocation of
forced migrants are currently available. Analyzing the effects of forced migration
in the GDR using statistical methods is a fruitful topic for future research.

Summary of key findings

Using data from Western Poland, I show that migration status and regional
origin became powerful markers of group membership. The fiction of shared
Polish nationhood broke down at the interpersonal level. If one were to go by

7At the same time, more recent work has highlighted that substantial differences in economic
structures, political preferences, and culture have existed between regions that would become
east and west Germany before the war (Becker, Mergele, and Woessmann 2020).
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the terminology settlers used in daily life, she would conclude that the region
was populated not only by Poles, but also by Germans, Ukrainians, Russians,
Lithuanians, French, Greeks, Roma, Jews, and other ethnic groups. As Thum
(2011, 180) observes in his study of Wrocław (Breslau), “Not until the individual
groups were suddenly thrown together in the western territories did it become
evident that Poland had been a multiethnic state all along.” Uprooted communi-
ties initially struggled to provide basic collective goods because migrants coming
from different regions viewed each other with suspicion and distrust. I show that
villages populated by the indigenous population or migrants from the same re-
gion were more likely to have a volunteer fire brigade than villages populated by
heterogeneous migrant population. Mass migration thus created new cleavages
that reduced collective action capacity in the newly formed communities.

I further show that societal dislocation facilitated state building by under-
mining resistance to state authority and creating the demand for state-provided
public goods. By the 1950s, the communist state accumulated higher adminis-
trative capacity and assumed a bigger role in the economy in the newly acquired
territory, relative to parts of the country with a longer history of Polish control.
Within Western Poland, counties that received a more heterogeneous migrant
population had more state bureaucrats per capita than more homogeneous re-
settled counties. The state was also able to marginalize the Catholic Church, its
main competitor for the hearts and minds of Polish migrants.

Finally, I show that hosting migrants from different regions benefited the re-
gion economically in the long run. During the Communist period, there were no
significant differences in levels of wealth and private economic activity between
communities settled by homogeneous and heterogeneous migrants. However,
following the transition to a market economy, communities settled by more het-
erogeneous migrant population reached higher rates of private entrepreneurship
and income levels than more homogeneous communities. Moreover, the descen-
dants of postwar migrants today are wealthier and better educated than their
counterparts in the regions that forced and voluntary migrants had left after the
war.

The integration of the refugee population in West Germany was also largely
successful. This seemed all but certain in the aftermath of expulsions, as the re-
ceiving communities reacted to the inflow of expellees by tightening fiscal policy
and supporting nativist parties. Even though “Germanness” was a key reason for
their uprooting, approximately half of the native respondents surveyed in 1946
viewed expellees as fellow citizens and 40% of expellee respondents disavowed
German identity and described themselves as Hungarians, Czechs, Romanians,
and so on (Merritt and Merritt 1970, 20). The vague notions of shared nationality
espoused by policymakers lost meaning after the resettlement as previously mi-
nor differences became salient markers in the competition for scarce resources.
Economic inequality between the native and expellee populations contributed to
political polarization and increased tensions.

Excluded from local institutions, expellees relied on democratic means to
channel their demands on the state. Although parties on both the far left and the
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far right courted the expellee vote, expellees endorsed the Social Democrats in
the first state and federal elections, in line with their preferences for a more ac-
tive and redistributive state policy. The Social Democrats failed to secure enough
votes to form a government and expellees soon shifted to the right. Nevertheless,
state (Land) and federal governments mobilized considerable fiscal and admin-
istrative resources in response to expellee needs. The size of state bureaucracy
in counties with a larger expellee population increased as expellees entered pub-
lic service in greater numbers; expellee expertise was particularly important for
programs designed to assist expellees themselves.

Like in Poland, mass immigration wound up benefitting the receiving com-
munities in the long run. Although the arrival of impoverished refugees initially
strained local resources, localities that had received larger and more heteroge-
neous expellee population caught up and eventually outpaced the localities re-
ceived fewer expellees and/or more homogeneous expellee population. Both the
size and heterogeneity of expellee population settled in a given area after the war
contributed to higher education levels and entrepreneurship rates in receiving
communities in the 1980s. The benefits of expellee presence persisted for over
half a century. In the 2000s, higher-inflow areas had greater incomes and reg-
istered more enterprises per capita in the professional, scientific and technical
sectors.

Altogether, the analysis in Poland and West Germany indicates that although
mass uprooting of population creates new divisions and strains informal coop-
eration, it can facilitate state building and generate superior economic outcomes
in the long run. Both the size and the composition of migrant population matter
for economic performance in receiving communities. The divergent short and
long-run economic outcomes also suggest that it is important to adopt a longer
temporal framework and to study the effects of migration at different points in
time in order to fully understand the economic impact of migration.

Scope conditions and differences between cases

I have argued that mass uprooting creates new cleavages, even when migrants
are settled among coethnics and obtain full citizenship rights upon arrival. In
Western Poland, group divisions were based on the region of origin and the na-
ture of migration: forced migrants bonded over the trauma of losing their home,
while voluntary migrants were united by the pioneer ethos. In West Germany,
expellees similarly developed a strong ingroup identity that set them apart from
the native population. Comparing findings across countries indicates that group
markers such as religious denomination, dialect, and prewar citizenship all con-
tributed to new group boundaries, but what ultimately mattered most was con-
flicting economic interests and the level of intergroup inequality. This is why in
both Poland and West Germany the conflict between the native and immigrant
population was sharper than the conflict between different migrant groups. Fur-
thermore, economic inequality between refugees and natives, present only in
West Germany, was particularly detrimental to cooperation at the community
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level, consistent with findings by other researchers (Baldwin and Huber 2010).
Although Polish or German nationality failed to ensure warm reception at

destination, it allowed forced and voluntary migrants to make claims on the
state and compelled the receiving governments to take care of the newcomers’
needs. Ethnic Germans and ethnic Poles who were citizens of other states in
the interwar period received full citizenship rights upon arrival and thus could
work, vote, and obtain welfare benefits in their post-1945 homelands. This was
not the case for thousands of displaced persons of other nationality, who were
expected to leave at the end of the war. Willing to care for their own refugees,
postwar Polish and West German governments were eager to get rid of “foreign”
refugees, perceived as other states’ responsibility. Refugees’ access to full cit-
izenship rights are an important scope condition for the argument that mass
uprooting can shore up state capacity and improve economic performance in
receiving communities. When refugees are unable to vote, obtain education, or
secure jobs, they will remain on the margins of host society and their skills and
experience will not benefit receiving economies.

The comparison of the two cases also underscores the role of formal state
institutions in mediating the effects of migration-based cleavages on economic
activity. The two countries’ economic systems were fundamentally different un-
til 1989. Poland adopted a command economy; the government nationalized
most of the industrial sector, pursued forced collectivization of agriculture, and
suppressed private economic activity. Migrants settling in the newly acquired
territory had few incentives to create new businesses and innovate because their
property rights were not secure. Taxes on private businesses were high and
there were constraints on how much profit a business could earn. In addition,
migrants were initially unable to sell the land they received in the west, reducing
incentives to take up non-agricultural jobs. During this period, the differences
between communities settled by homogeneous and heterogeneous migrant pop-
ulations were small. If anything, homogeneous communities were slightly better
off. The situation reversed only in the 1990s, when the institutional environment
changed.

My analysis of economic outcomes in West Germany confirms that migration
and resulting cultural heterogeneity are more economically beneficial under in-
clusive institutions that protect property rights of all citizens, but also highlights
the inevitable short-run costs of displacement. West Germany adopted a market
economy already in the late 1940s; private economic activity was encouraged
and state ownership and intervention were limited. Expellees’ skills and initia-
tive could be applied early on, often with the help of start-up loans from state
and federal government. Yet it would take a generation for the expellees to re-
cover their material standing and for the receiving communities to profit from
the expellees’ diverse skillsets and experiences.

Institutional differences between Poland and West Germany also influenced
the relationship between forced migration and state-building processes. This
is where both the starting conditions and the causal mechanisms vary across
cases. In Poland’s newly acquired territories, neither Polish state nor society had
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existed before the war. State-building was largely top-down, and the weaken-
ing of social ties and the expulsion of the native German population allowed the
Communist Party to restructure property relations and reshape immigrant soci-
ety in socialist image. In West Germany, on the other hand, local administration
remained unchanged, and state and federal state organizations were reinvented
rather than rebuilt. While responding to the inflow of refugees necessitated the
expansion of administrative capacity on the ground, changes in the size and
functions of the state were rather limited, due to a combination of constraints
imposed by Western Allies in the immediate postwar period, pro-market views of
the Adenauer government, and the fear of communism. Thus, the new demands
on the state created by forced migration will result in a more interventionist and
powerful state apparatus only in permissive international environments.

Contribution

The book advances our understanding of institutional and economic develop-
ment in societies diversified by forced migration and contributes new empirical
knowledge and data on post-WWII population transfers.

First, it challenges the dominant view that forced migration and resulting het-
erogeneity are detrimental to the institutional development and economic per-
formance of receiving societies. I show on the contrary that the effects of dis-
placement and cultural divisions vary in direction and magnitude over time and
are conditional on the nature of state institutions. Notwithstanding important
short-term costs, accommodating refugees and dealing with intergroup conflicts
provides states with an opportunity to strengthen their institutions and improve
economic performance. However, new skills and knowledge brought by refugees
from different places of origin translate into economic payoffs only in states with
inclusive formal institutions.

Second, the book shows that migration-based cleavages do not simply lower
the provision of public goods, but instead change the dominant mode of public
goods provision – shoring up the importance of formal state institutions and re-
ducing the role of informal networks. In doing so, I correct the perception that
social capital is unambiguously favorable for economic performance and demo-
cratic governance (e.g., Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 1993; Putnam 2007).
While informal norms and networks may play a vital role when state institutions
are absent or dysfunctional, they provide a poor substitute to formal institutions
in developed market economies such as post-1989 Poland and West Germany.

Third, the book contributes to research on state building by highlighting a
novel theoretical mechanism through which wars can strengthen states. Whereas
the canonical bellicist accounts emphasize that wars contribute to state building
by incentivizing tax collection (Tilly 1990), I show that mass displacement in the
aftermath of conflicts provides additional opportunities to strengthen the state.
I highlight a mechanism state capacity literature rarely considers: increased de-
mand for state presence that stems from the rupture of communal ties and the
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mixing of people from different places of origin.
Fourth, the book offers new empirical knowledge on postwar displacement in

Europe, which has received little attention from social scientists until recently.
Most studies on postwar migration have used cross-country comparisons and
treated refugees as internally homogeneous populations (Curp 2006; Douglas
2012; Bulutgil 2016; Urbatsch 2017). Through extensive fieldwork and archival
research, I am able to explore the effects of forced migration at a much more
granular level and over a longer time frame than previously possible. More
specifically, I compiled historical data on their origins at the level of commu-
nities.8 This administrative unit is much smaller than the level of county or
region, used in the other studies.

At this level of analysis, the assumption of homogeneity adopted by earlier re-
search no longer holds. Instead, I find that rearranging people in space created
new cleavages – based on migration status and place of origin – with endur-
ing consequences for long-run political and economic development. Although
shared identity motivated policymakers’ decisions to uproot millions of German
and Poles after the change of international borders, the resettlement created
new cleavages and conflicts that proved detrimental to communal cooperation
and political stability in the short run. The ethnic homogeneity of contemporary
Poland and Germany is thus a product of active state and nation building poli-
cies adopted by each country’s government in response to the need to integrate
populations affected by the redrawing of borders and population transfers.

Organization of the book

Chapter 1 presents a historical account of how border changes and migration
in the aftermath of WWII reshaped the ethnic landscape in Poland and Germany.
It briefly discusses when and how the decision to move millions of Germans and
Poles formed and provides background on the characteristics of affected pop-
ulations and the resettlement process. I emphasize three key points. First,
the population groups displaced after the war were extremely heterogeneous;
the policymakers’ assumption of singular ethnic attachments did not reflect the
complexity and ambiguity of group identification on the ground. Second, the
vast majority of migrants did not select into migration; they were either expelled
based on their ostensible nationality or forced to relocate following the revision
of borders that assigned their settlement to a foreign state. Third, the size and
regional composition of the migrant population in a given locality were deter-
mined by an arbitrary assignment process and thus uncorrelated with economic
development and state capacity at the local level.

The rest of the book traces the short and long-run consequences of population
transfers for the receiving states and societies.

8These are Gminy and, for some analyses, villages, in Poland and Gemeinde in West Germany.
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Part II. Social cohesion and contributions to public goods

The second part of the book asks how population transfers affected social
cohesion and public goods provision in the receiving communities. The deci-
sion to uproot millions of Poles and Germans after the war was based on then
widely held assumption that national identities were paramount and individuals’
ties to abstract national communities were more important than their ties to the
very real communities in which they lived (Long 2013, 47). The policymakers
who sanctioned the population transfers sought to create homogeneous states
by concentrating all Germans in Germany and all Poles in Poland. They believed
that slotting Poles and Germans into their own states would reduce ethnic con-
flict. Instead, I show that by rearranging ethnically homogeneous populations in
space, population transfers created new intergroup divisions. These new bound-
aries – based on migration status and regional origin – undermined the provision
of collective goods at the community level.

In Chapter 2, I focus on the differences within the territory Poland acquired
from Germany. I draw on migrants’ memoirs and archival sources to trace the
process of “boundary-making” in the newly formed communities and find that
although the native-migrant cleavage was particularly salient, given conflicting
economic interests of these two groups, migrants also used regional markers to
order social relations between each other. Next, I examine the consequences of
these newly created boundaries by comparing communities settled by migrants
from different regions to more homogeneous resettled and non-resettled commu-
nities. I find that volunteer fire brigades, which provide a local public good and
have a long tradition in Poland, were less likely to form in heterogeneous migrant
villages, relative to both homogeneous migrant villages and villages dominated
by the indigenous population.

Chapter 3 examines how the allocation of expellees into tight-knit rural com-
munities affected intergroup relations and contributions to municipal budgets in
West Germany. In this case, forced migration amounted to a real-world shock to
subnational economic inequality, as the refugees lost most of their property dur-
ing the expulsions and were distributed into communities that suffered the least
during the war. Using qualitative evidence, I show that the native population
policed group boundaries between themselves and expellees in order to defend
their economic status and that expellees likewise coordinated on their shared
postwar identity to secure political power and shape resource distribution in
their new communities. I then analyze the effects of intergroup boundaries on
public goods provision using an original historical dataset of municipal tax rates
in 1950-1970. I find a U-shaped relationship between the share of refugees and
the tax on land: tax rates were lowest when refugees made up nearly half of the
local population (i.e. when political polarization between refugees and natives
was high) and increased with the share of the dominant group (either refugees
or natives). Although refugees had greater demand for public investment, they
were able to influence tax rates only when they outnumbered the natives in the
local council.
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Part III. State building in the wake of mass displacement

Mass uprooting coincided with a critical juncture in state development in both
Poland and West Germany. In territories east of the Oder-Neisse line, Polish in-
stitutions did not exist before 1945 and the new order was established from
scratch. Institutional continuity was greater in West Germany, which never-
theless experienced a regime change, denazification of state administration, and
significant decentralization of the economy and governance structures. Did the
inflow of forced and voluntary migrations help or hinder postwar state building?
How did migrants form connections to their new state institutions?

I argue that forced migration and resulting cultural heterogeneity can in-
crease both the demand for state presence and the supply of state resources.
On the supply side, states have strong incentives to prioritize regions and popu-
lations with greater risks of instability and conflict. Concerned about communal
violence, they may seek greater control and deliver more public goods to uprooted
and culturally heterogeneous communities to allay social tensions. On the de-
mand side, uprooted communities have more to gain from relying on centralized
state institutions capable of coordinating between opposing interests and curb-
ing free-riding in collective action dilemmas than tight-knit homogeneous com-
munities. Uprooted individuals are also more likely to turn to the state or other
formal organizations for credit, insurance, and protection since they cannot turn
to their extended family and community. At the same time, the state can pen-
etrate and govern uprooted populations more easily because such communities
lack effective collective action mechanisms to oppose state encroachment.

In Chapter 4, I show that postwar displacement was an integral part of state
building in Poland. The resettlement of Polish migrants in the west made them
more dependent on state institutions by rupturing communal ties, depriving
them of land and property, and placing them in a culturally heterogeneous en-
vironment. At the same time, the uprooting of the native German population
allowed for immediate nationalization of all land and property in the frontier
region, providing the Polish government with resources to distribute to Polish
migrants. As a result, the Polish Communist Party had an easier time establish-
ing control over the formerly German region than over the more settled parts of
the country. The newcomers’ attachment to state institutions was strengthened
as they credited their economic advancement in the West to the new regime. To
support these claims, I compare the resettled provinces to the Polish territory
just east of the pre-WWII border, which shares the legacy of German rule but
did not experience large-scale uprooting of the population. I show that the state
accumulated higher administrative capacity and assumed a bigger role in the
economy in the resettled (western) region during the communist period. After
the democratic transition, the resettled region demonstrated higher support for
the communist-successor party, the SLD, than the neighboring territory that did
not experience uprooting.

Chapter 5 examines the process of state building in West Germany. Whereas
the Polish state suppressed political organization, West Germany held elections
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at the local, state, and federal levels. Expellees and natives could channel their
demands on the state through democratic institutions. I show that expellees de-
pended on the government for the enforcement of their rights vis-à-vis the native
population and for the provision of social services. In the first federal election,
they were more likely to vote for the Social Democrats, who endorsed greater
state planning and redistribution than competing parties. The chapter shows
that considerable administrative and fiscal resources were mobilized to facilitate
refugee integration through one-off payments, business loans, tax incentives,
and state-sponsored resettlement programs. West Germany also offered partial
compensation for expellees’ property losses, funded through a levy on capital.
Just as in Poland, the presence of expellees increased administrative capacity
at the county level. However, the center-right government prioritized economic
reconstruction and was reluctant to impose significant taxes on native business
owners to finance refugee integration.

Part IV. Long-run economic consequences of uprooting

Part IV explores the long-run economic consequences of uprooting and result-
ing cultural heterogeneity. I ask how the share and the composition of migrant
population matter for economic outcomes and why some communities affected
by forced migration are more economically successful than others today. I con-
sider several channels that may result in beneficial economic outcomes in the
long run in communities diversified by the inflow of forced and voluntary mi-
grants. One is greater state presence in places with more heterogeneous popu-
lation, which may increase the returns to productive economic activity. Another
is the benefits of diverse skills, experiences, and ideas that come from the het-
erogeneity of the migrant population and increase economic productivity and
innovation (Alesina, Harnoss, and Rapoport 2016; Peri 2012; Brunow, Trax, and
Suedekum 2012; Hong and Page 2001, 2004). I also examine the change in oc-
cupation structure and human capital that may result from the loss of property
in the aftermath of displacement (e.g., Becker et al. 2020; Lüttinger 1989). I trace
the economic effects of forced migration and heterogeneity of migrant population
over an extended period of time and across different institutional contexts.

Chapter 6 compares the economic performance of Polish communities within
the resettled region that vary in the share of migrants and in the composition of
migrant population. Poland’s formal institutions have changed from extractive
to inclusive in the late 1980s, which allows me to consider the importance of
institutional characteristics in mediating the costs and benefits of cultural di-
versity. I start by showing that homogeneous and heterogeneous communities
were economically similar during the communist period. I then show that the
fortunes of heterogeneous and homogeneous migrant communities diverged af-
ter 1989, with homogeneous communities contributing more in tax revenue and
registering higher levels of private entrepreneurship and income than homoge-
neous communities. I consider several mechanisms to explain these patterns
and conclude that greater reliance on formal state institutions played a decisive
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role.
In Chapter 7, I evaluate the economic consequences of forced migration in

West Germany using community-level dataset for the state of Bavaria, which re-
ceived the most heterogeneous mix of expellees, as well as county-level data for
the entire country. I find that expellee presence initially increased unemploy-
ment and reduced entrepreneurship rates. Expellees left most of their property
behind and had difficulties integrating in the local labor markets, where their
occupational skills were often irrelevant. At the same time, they were more likely
invest in human capital and create their own businesses. I show that by the
1980s, counties that received larger numbers of expellees and a more heteroge-
neous expellee population reached higher entrepreneurship and education levels
than counties that were less exposed to postwar migration. The effects of ex-
pellee presence have persisted over time: in the 2000s, counties that received a
larger and more heterogeneous expellee population had higher numbers of com-
panies in the knowledge and communications sectors per capita as well as higher
household incomes than counties with a smaller or more homogeneous expellee
population.

The final chapter concludes the manuscript by reviewing the applicability of
the argument beyond the context of post-WWII Europe and highlighting the im-
plications of the findings for broader debates in the fields of comparative politics
and political economy. It emphasizes a key takeaway: postwar population move-
ments diversified Polish and German societies in profound ways and, in doing
so, ended up strengthening each country’s state institutions and improving its
long-run economic performance.

A note on terminology

Throughout this book I often use value-neutral terms from social science re-
search as well as the terms adopted by the Polish and German governments for
political reasons. This approach is not unproblematic from the normative stand-
point. Yet as Carpenter (2012, 366) argues, terms disconnected from “the real
human beings and their struggles” are sometimes necessary as they “protect the
scientific community and the idea of research for its own sake from the kind of
politicization that can undermine the scientific enterprise.” In this specific case,
terminology used during the historical period under study also facilitates inter-
pretation, reflects the historical context and differences across different groups
of refugees more accurately, and is consistent with the secondary literature on
the subject. I briefly discuss some of the issues with the specific terms used in
the book here.

The term “population transfers” is used to refer to the large-scale resettle-
ment sanctioned at the Potsdam Conference; it is helpful for separating state-
sponsored relocation programs from voluntary migration. The more affective
term of “ethnic cleansing” is less precise and currently politicized, so it is gen-
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erally avoided in the book.9 I use the term “expulsion” to describe the forced
removal of ethnic minorities by the government or majority population and “re-
settlement” to describe the distribution of forced and voluntary migrants in a
new area. Some of these terms are “value-neutral,” but it is important to re-
member that the majority of those caught up in post-war population transfers
were refugees. They had no choice but to leave home once the state borders
were moved; they were transported in inhumane conditions to new, arbitrarily
assigned destinations, where they were unwelcome.

The book also uses historical terms applied to different types of migrants by
contemporary policymakers, even though these terms fail to represent migrants’
experiences. For example, forced migrants from the territories east of the Cur-
zon line are sometimes named repatriates (repatrianci), the term adopted in the
1940s to hide the involuntary nature of the resettlement process and to portray
these migrants as returning “home, to the ancient Polish lands.” In reality, these
migrants were uprooted from their homes to the areas that historically belonged
to Germany and for a long period lived in uncertainty about the future of their
new towns and villages. The occasional use of official terminology in this case
facilitates transparency and interpretability, because census data and other of-
ficial documents use these terms.

The standard term used for German forced migrants from outside post-1945
Germany is expellees (Vertriebene or Heimatvertriebene). Before 1953, a num-
ber of different terms were used, including Aussiedler, Vertriebene, Flüchtlinge,
Ostvertriebene, Heimatvertriebene, Ausgewiesene, Heimatverwiesene. The term
Vertriebene was first adopted in the American Zone, to signal that the explusion
was final and the return was impossible. The expellees were defined in the 1953
Law on Expellees (Bundesvertriebenengesetz) as “Germans who, as citizens of
the former German Reich or as ethnic Germans living in other lands, [...] had
to leave their homes as a consequence of World War II” (Ther 1996, 782). The
term refugee (Flüchtling) was reserved to Germans fleeing the Soviet zone of Ger-
many. In reality, both Flüchtlinge and Vertriebene were forced migrants and in
some cases the former were expelled from their homes in the annexed regions to
East Germany first and subsequently fled to West Germany. In the Soviet zone,
the terminology was more euphemistic: German refugees from the east were
first considered “resettlers” (Umsiedler) and later, even more optimistically, “new
citizens” (Neubürger) (Connor 2007, 8). These official terms concealed the real-
ity of expulsion and violence that accompanied relocation. Yet they also reveal
important differences in state policies toward the same population. West Ger-
many allowed expellees to organize and express political demands (after a brief
ban lifted by 1950) and refused to recognize the new border on the Oder-Neisse
line until 1970. East Germany, on the other hand, aimed to emphasize that the
Germans from the east were resettled in an orderly and legal manner, that the
border was final, and that the newcomers should assimilate.

Expellees were also defined by their origin as National Germans (Reichs-

9See Rieber (2000, 3) for a similar approach.
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deutsche), who came from areas that formed part of pre-1937 Germany, and
Ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche), who had for generations lived as ethnic minori-
ties in other states. The latter term was first introduced by the Nazi government
to identify people who had German origins but not German citizenship. Despite
these associations with Nazi past, the term is often used in recent historical work
on post-war population movements (e.g., Connor 2007).
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