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Defining the Fatherland: 

Immigration and Nationhood 
zn Pre- and Postunification 

Germany 

HERMANN KURTHEN 

THE QUEST FOR NATIONAL IDENTITY 

German unification in 1989-90, triggered by mass emigration from 
the east and later highlighted by violent incidents against asylum 
seekers, exacerbated long-standing contradictions and tensions regarding 
the postwar realities of immigration and ethnocultural diversity. The 
unexpected and for some time uncontrolled immigration during and 
after unification under unfavorable economic, political, and social 
conditions exposed resentments that predate the collapse of the Cold 
War order and German unification. But skinhead street violence and 
the crude display of Nazi symbols by right-wing extremists, as well 
as populist xenophobic slogans of the right-wing Republican party, 
which attracted so much domestic and foreign attention in 1991-92, 
are not a simple repetition of ills that led to the collapse of the Weimar 
Republic in 1933. They indicate fears, insecurity, and a polarization 
of the German population about the ongoing ethnic and cultural dif
fusion as a result of postwar and postunification immigration and its 
consequences for the cultural, social, and political fabric of the coun
try. In other words, the issue of immigration has become a battlefield 
on which different concepts of the future of the nation-state and of 
cultural and national identity are being fought out. In Germany, the 
discussion is taking place between two extreme positions, one that 
denies that Germany is de facto an immigration country,1 and one 
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66 HERMANN KURTHEN 

that compares Germany with traditional immigration societies such 
as the United States, Canada, and Australia. 

Is immigration a recent phenomenon in Germany? The answer is a 
clear no. Yet it cannot be ignored that Germany's migration history is 
different from that of other nations with regard to processes of na
tion building, patterns of territorial expansion, the scale of settlement, 
and national identity formation. To understand the ambiguities of the 
Federal Republic's attempts to cope with the consequences of large
scale immigration and to accept its role as an immigration country, it 
is useful to look at the historical context, in particular the difficulties 
of German nation building and Germany's search for a national iden
tity in the past and present. 

First, the geographical position in the heart of Europe and the lack 
of natural boundaries that would separate or protect people and cul
tures from uncontrolled migration have made this densely populated 
region not only a crossroads and a marketplace for goods, capital, 
and services but also a target of migration, of wars, and of cultural 
exchange for centuries. Invaders, refugees, migrants, and traders have 
contributed to the emergence of a unique economic, social, political, 
and cultural ensemble. In the age of nationalism, the emerging nation
states began to control political and ethnic borders and restrict mi
gration movements more effectively. Drawing boundaries and using 
their inclusive and exclusive capacities, states constituted prin
ciples of citizenship and molded scattered tribal and cultural identi
ties into homogenized ethnocultural units, which, in the case of Ger
many, have been defined incompletely and in simplified terms as the 
German nation. 

Second, nation building, or mobilization of the idea of nationalism 
for political purposes, occurred in Germany under different and more 
complicated circumstances than in neighboring countries. The unique 
structure of the Holy Roman Empire as a vessel for a multitude of 
diverse and often opposing political, religious, cultural, and ethnic 
conditions contributed to the flourishing of diversity, exchange, hostile 
as well as peaceful encounters, and tolerance. Only after Prussia put 
an end to Hapsburg claims to be the legitimate successors of the rem
nants of the Holy Roman Empire in central Europe in 1866, and only 
after Prussian victory against France in 1870-71, was the political uni
fication of Germany accomplished. In quick succession, Germany ex
perienced a constitutional monarchy, three revolutions, two dictatorships 
(one fascist, one communist), and two democratic republics. It suf
fered from two devastating defeats in world wars, followed by dis
memberment, expulsions, and massive refugee movements, all of which 
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undoubtedly had an impact on Germany's definition of nationhood, 
its national identity, its symbols, and its institutions. It was not until 
1990 that Germany's political borders, particularly in the east, were 
once and for all clearly defined and accepted inside and outside of 
Germany. Still, the issue of nationhood, the question of what consti
tutes Germanness, has not yet been resolved, as will be demonstrated. 

In the German case, the ideology of volkisch ethnic nationalism has 
complicated the belated process of nation building and blurred the 
perception of past and present ethnic diversity, i~cluding a _sober 
appreciation of the benefits of immigration. Upho~dmg the_ nohoi:1 ~f 
ethnocultural homogeneity also impeded the embracmg of umversahshc 
constitutional and liberal democratic political principles. Volkisch na
tionalism, or, in academic terms, "state-centered political rights on 
the basis of nationhood,"2 not only suppressed institutions and memories 
of more than a thousand years of ethnocultural and tribal diversity 
based on large and continuous in- and out-migrations in central Eu
rope, it also promoted in the twentieth century a drift to fascism, 
racism, and anti-Semitism. But volkisch nationalism did not end with 
the defeat of Nazi Germany and the establishment of a democratic 
republic in the western part of the country in 1948-49. Unification, 
and the rise of xenophobia and ethnocentrist sentiments in its after
math, revealed unresolved contradictions between the exclusive idea 
of the nation-state and the inclusive ideas of republican and univer
sal principles of human and civil rights, between rigid citizenship 
regulations and a liberal asylum law, between the notion of the 
ethnocultural homogeneity of the nation-state and the increasing di
versity created by immigration and refugee movements. 

Having pointed out the importance of migration movements and 
the defining principles of nationhood for Germany's national fabric 
in the past, present, and the future, I first sketch the pre- and post
war history of migration on the territories that became the German 
nation-state in the late nineteenth century. My intention is to illus
trate that immigration waves and the formation of ethnocultural enti
ties cannot be ignored as central constituents of peoples that were 
later defined as "imagined" national communities.3 I then explain why 
this history was deliberately forgotten during Germany's nation building 
for the higher good of volkisch nationalism. Then, after a brief over
view of the effects of the main postwar immigration and refugee waves 
on the domestic situation in the Federal Republic, I describe the ori
gins of the contradictory nature of the current citizenship and natu
ralization regulations and the need to redefine Germany's legal 
framework, immigration policy, and national identity after unification. 
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A NATION OF MIGRANTS: A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

The first migration movement sufficiently documented and laid down 
in popular narratives, myths, and tales since Germanic tribes settled 
3,000 or 4,000 years ago in northern and central European areas oc
curred during the great migration of peoples in A.O. 400, when doz
ens of tribes crossed central Europe on their way from the north and 
east to the south and west. In the following centuries, the Huns and 
Goths attempted to overrun what the Romans had conquered, popu
lated, and "civilized" since Caesar's acquisitions in the south and the 
west of central Europe. In the second part of the first millennium, the 
Vikings settled on the coast of the North Sea and the Baltic. Slavic 
tribes crossed the Elbe River before they mixed with German colonizers, 
who, since the thirteenth century, had settled in the east along the 
Neisse and Vistula Rivers and further on along the Baltic coast, which 
later came under Swedish domination and influence for centuries. 

Massive intra- and extramigrations happened, particularly in the 
early Middle Ages and during the Germanic colonization of the east 
by the Hanse Union and Teutonic knights. More followed during and 
after the Lutheran Reformation period with its endless religious wars, 
when mercenaries from all over Europe crisscrossed German territo
ries, not only devastating the country and murdering its populations 
but also staying or leaving illegitimate offspring behind. Later, in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, an almost endless stream of re
ligious emigres settled in various parts of central Europe. Prussia, for 
example, attracted Lutherans in the seventeenth century from Salz
burg-Austria, Huguenots from France (Edict of Potsdam 1685), and 
Jews from eastern Europe and Russia. The expansion of the Prussian 
Empire and its incorporation of parts of Poland also led to an in
crease of settlement activities supported by the government to Ger
manize the new Slavic conquest.4 

During the period of overseas colonization after the discovery of 
the New World, German-speaking emigrants settled in British, French, 
Spanish, and Portuguese colonies, particularly in North America and 
Latin America. German mercenaries fought in America for the British 
as well as for American independence. When the hostilities ended, 
many stayed in North America; others returned. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, with rapid domestic industrialization, Germany 
became a passageway as well as a source and a destination of emi
gration and immigration. Soon the outflow of German emigrants was 
outweighed by the influx of labor migrants. Germany became an im
migration rather than an emigration country. But these changes were 
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also the result of political unification under Prussian hegemony in 
the late nineteenth century. 

The economic growth of the German Empire attracted hundreds of 
thousands of labor migrants and seasonal workers from Italy, Russia, 
Poland, and the eastern parts of Prussia to build industries on the 
Rhine, in Silesia, and around Berlin or to support the agrarian de
mand for cheap manual labor. After the establishment of a German 
empire, colonists, administrators, and soldiers were sent out to settle 
in newly acquired African and Asian territories. But German colo
nies, annexed by the victorious allies after World War I, were too 
short-lived to create strong political and cultural links with peoples 
in Africa and Asia. In contrast to traditional outward-colonizing coun
tries such as France and Britain, or inward-colonizing countries such 
as the United States and Canada, Germany did not gain experience 
with absorbing non-European people, cultures, languages, and reli
gions. Further, the notion of national homogeneity was not challenged 
in Germany by massive postcolonial remigration movements of white 
and non-white persons from former overseas colonies, in particular 
after World War II, as was the case in the United Kingdom, France, 
the Netherlands, and Belgium. 

In the twentieth century, new categories of migration evolved. The 
mass mobilization of manpower during World War I and the redraw
ing of boundaries after the war led to the first forced migrations and 
refugee movements in this century.5 Following the Paris Treaties in 
1919, the victors carved out of the collapsed German, Austro-Hungarian, 
and Russian Empires new, ethnically mixed nation-states in central 
and eastern Europe. The cession of parts of the former German Em
pire to its neighbors led to the expulsion or remigration of a signifi
cant number of ethnic Germans to Weimar Germany. Additionally, 
the restless and impoverished postwar years fueled emigration to 
countries overseas.6 After the demise of the short-lived Weimar Re
public, another huge politically induced migration movement followed. 
In this case, emigres were forced to leave Nazi Germany for political, 
religious, ethnic, and "racial" reasons. However, at the same time, 
the armament industry in Germany was attracting laborers, particu
larly from Mussolini's Italy and other neighboring countries such as 
Austria, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. After the beginning of World 
War II, the Nazis themselves, despite their racist ideology and poli
cies, contributed to a further wave of migration. Altogether, about 
eight million laborers, including two million prisoners and concen
tration camp inmates, from all over Europe had to work for the Nazi 
war effort in the Reich. The war and the division of Europe after 
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1945 left millions of displaced persons from former Nazi prisons and 
camps (among them 200,000 Jews) without a homeland. These included 
members of eastern European military units fighting with the Ger
man army and eastern European refugees fleeing communist oppres
sion. After a waiting period, most left the occupied western German 
zones for other overseas destinations. Only a fraction of those stayed 
in Germany itself. 

In other words, Germany was for centuries a land that experienced 
vast in- and out-migrations, contributing to religious, ethnic, and cul
tural diversity on its territory. How could these facts be forgotten or 
ignored in the age of nationalism? Why did volkisch elements of na
tionhood become so important and remain part of Germany's national 
identity until today? The peculiarities of Germany's nation building 
since the late nineteenth century may provide an answer to these 
questions. 

Originally attracting the hopes and fantasies of German literati and 
the rising bourgeoisie, the French Revolution in 1789, with its repub
lican ideas of enlightenment and human and civil rights, lost its at
tractiveness and its legitimacy because of the atrocities of the revolution 
and the succeeding Napoleonic imperialist policy of conquest and 
oppression. The humiliating defeat, occupation, territorial and organi
zational dismemberment, and reorganization of the German states, 
coupled with other factors, gave rise to a popular nationalist and anti
French German freedom movement in the early nineteenth century.7 

Neither the multitude of smaller principalities, nor the larger multiethnic 
and culturally diverse entities of Prussia and Austria, nor even com
monly shared political principles provided a realistic focus of national 
identification that went beyond a pride in Germanic ethnocultural 
achievements and national self-determination against alien influence 
and foreign domination. For this reason, ethnic nationalism became 
the rallying point of a nation that had yet to be founded politically 
and territorially. Volkisch nationalism "was not only seen as an ideol
ogy supporting German interests, but as a doctrine of universal va
lidity equal with demotic nationalism."8 Since civil and human rights 
were not an inherent part of ethnic nationalism, democracy was never 
perceived as absolutely necessary for the advancement of ethnic na
tionalism. In fact, democratic and national movements became sepa
rated.9 In contrast to inclusive republican ideals, ethnic nationalism 
invited exclusionary politics to preserve unity against external threats 
and internal centripetal regional, religious, and social forces. One con
sequence was the suppression of such diversity for the higher good 
of ethnocultural homogenization and national advancement. Ascriptive 
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and particularistic definitions were used to construct a homogeneous 
national identity. 10 In other words, the ethnic nation-state created and 
enforced its own ideology, instruments, and symbols of "belongingness." 

In the German (as in the Italian) case, belated political unification 
after the Franco-Prussian War in 1870-71 contributed to the develop
ment of nationalistic fervor as a compensation for their neighbors' 
imperialist striving for a place in the sun and led to the suppression 
of elements of past and present diversity. Perverted nationalism also 
provided fertile ground and a rationalization for xenophobia, nativism, 
and anti-Semitism, "much older and more universal tendencies than 
nationalism ... against alien elements in their own midst."11 Bismarck's 
domestic struggles to Germanize the Slavic minority in Prussia and 
to subdue cultural, political, and religious resistance by the Catholic 
Church, the socialists, and minorities in Alsace-Lorraine and elsewhere 
duplicated the pressures of homogenization that had already been 
successfully implemented in France and England during their much 
earlier attempts at nation building in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries.12 However, the Wilhelmine Empire was belated insofar as 
these policies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had 
lost much of the legitimacy of their predecessors. Instead, volkische 
Sammlung (Pan-Germanism), which opposed Gesellschaft with Gemein
schaft, Western Zivilisation with Kultur, liberal democracy with authori
tarian law and order (Obrigkeitsstaat), became a trademark of illiberalism, 
chauvinism, and racism that left tracks in German political culture 
that were later followed by National Socialism. 

Considering centuries-old German regionalism and tribalism and 
the lingering class conflicts in the Second Reich, the molding of Ger
many into a national homogeneous unit might not have succeeded as 
quickly or as completely had World War I not given it new and po
tent nourishment. The bloody war, Germany's struggle to escape the 
perceived encirclement by hostile powers that were supposedly out 
to destroy the country's status as a Kulturnation and a great power, 
and finally Germany's humiliating defeat combined with international 
isolation and ostracism to nurture feelings of national kinship and a 
common fate that blurred ethnic, cultural, and class differences.13 The 
racist policies of the Nazis built on the fertile ground of the political 
and economic instabilities of the Weimar Republic, of nationalistic 
humiliation and corresponding ethnocentric and racist hubris, further 
erasing a sober appreciation of diversity and pluralism. Certainly World 
War II as well as World War I left scars in postwar Germany's self
understanding as a fictitious homogeneous entity or Volks- und Schicksals
gemeinschaft, that is, a national community with a shared destiny in 
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good and bad times and collective feelings of anger, guilt, and shame. 
Ironically, after unconditional surrender, the expulsion of millions 

of ethnic Germans from their eastern homelands, and years of occu
pation, a partitioned country evolved under the supervision of the 
victorious allies that represented a nation "ethnoculturally homoge
neous" to an extent that even the Nazis had not dreamed about, though 
considerably reduced in population, size, and power status. The re
building of the divided country from the rubble helped rebuild na
tional pride, solidarity, and identity, this time bolstered by confidence 
in superior economic, monetary, and technological abilities that would 
peacefully conquer markets and win the confidence of consumers around 
the world. The West Germans thus established in a very short time 
a stable political culture on the liberal foundations of their postwar 
constitution. 

But the ghosts of the past were not banished. The economic mira
cle (Wirtschaftswunder), emerging constitutional patriotism,14 and the 
new cosmopolitan outlook of Germany were hiding the continuing 
existence of volkisch definitions of nationhood embodied by restric
tive citizenship and naturalization regulations alongside liberal repub
lican and universalistic principles, represented most notably by the 
postwar constitution and its stipulation of an individual right of asylum. 
The unresolved contradictions of inclusive republican principles and 
exclusive volkisch principles and the notion of ethnocultural homo
geneity were exacerbated by postwar economic and political devel
opments and, in particular, by migration movements. Model/ Deutsch/and 
(a term invented by former chancellor Helmut Schmidt in his late-
1970 election campaign to create identification and gloss over domestic 
antagonisms) lost its assumed glitter under the strains of postunification 
recession and unprecedented migrations, a growth of xenophobic and 
ethnocentric resentment, and a wave of right-wing violence. 

It is estimated that about 16.6 million people, or 25 percent of the 
64 million persons living within the territory of West Germany in 
1990, migrated into West Germany between 1950 and 1994. These fig
ures include 7 million foreign residents, 4.64 million East German 
emigres, 3.3 million ethnic German resettlers, and about 1.67 million 
non-Germans (1.45 million naturalized persons and 211,000 asylum 
seekers). The presence of millions of migrant laborers, resettlers, asy
lum seekers, and other types of migrants or residents15 contradicts 
the assertion that Germany is not an immigration society, and it chal
lenges the traditional definition of Germanness and the notion of eth
nic and cultural homogeneity. In the following sections, I briefly describe 
the four major postwar migrations that helped make the Bonn Re-
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public, against its will, a "culturally and ethnically pluralistic country 
of immigration"16 and triggered the current identity crisis in Germany. 

VICTIMS OF WAR AND EXPULSION 

World War II caused the largest refugee and migration drama the 
world has ever seen. Naturally, Germans were strongly affected by 
these events. First, Hitler arranged with Mussolini and Stalin for the 
expatriation of ethnic Germans from South Tyrol and the Baltic. Then, 
after the Nazi attack on the Soviet Union in 1941, Stalin ordered the 
deportation of approximately 1.5 million ethnic Germans from their 
centuries-old autonomous settlements in the Volga region into Gulag 
camps, scattered areas in Siberia, and other places east of the Ural 
Mountains as a collective reprisal for alleged collaboration. One out 
of three of these ethnic Germans did not survive this expulsion. 

In central Europe and Germany itself, millions of German civilians 
became victims of revenge, expulsion, and foreign occupation in the 
last months of the war and during the postwar years until 1950. Fol
lowing the Yalta and Potsdam agreements, German-speaking residents 
were forcibly expelled from the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia and 
from German provinces east of the Oder and Neisse Rivers occupied 
by Poland and the Soviet Union, areas that they had settled centuries 
ago. The first German postwar census in 1946 found that 9.7 million 
residents had been moved out of these disputed territories. Between 
1946 and 1950, 12 million Vertriebene (expellees) from eastern German 
provinces and eastern European settlements suffered from violent 
expulsion and ethnic cleansing. About 1.6 to 2 million starved, were 
killed, or perished during their exodus.17 

When West Germans were allowed to travel abroad again, they left 
in search of better lives in North and South America, South Africa, 
and Australia. Over two million exhausted German emigrants fled 
war-devastated Germany between 1950 and 1960; two and a half mil
lion emigrated between 1960 and 1990. 

EAST-WEST REFUGEES 

During the occupation of Germany by the four victorious allies, 1.3 
million people moved from the Soviet zone of occupation into the 
three western zones and the western parts of Berlin. From the 1950s, 
a total of about 3.8 million East Germans fled across the "green border" 
from communist expropriation and oppression, and 500,000 pro
communists moved into East Germany. Significant losses of population 
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through migration to the west served to destabilize the East German 
system. Between 1950 and 1961, some 2.6 million people migrated 
from east to west-a considerable number, considering the total East 
German population of 17 million.18 The number of east-west migrants 
dropped to a trickle after the Iron Curtain was sealed with a concrete 
wall, barbed wire, and minefields in August 1961. At the same time, 
however, moving across the border for "family reunification" became 
legal, providing a limited number of East Germans with the opportu
nity to transfer legally (Ubersiedler). Between 1962 and 1988, 560,000 
people left-68 percent with official papers, and 32 percent as "ille
gal" refugees. These numbers increased rapidly before and afte~ _the 
opening of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and dropped slowly after urnfica
tion. The most spectacular migration peak occurred in 1989, when 
344,000 people-2 percent of the East German population, and 3 per
cent of the labor force-left for West Germany. This was a major fac
tor in the dissolution of the communist regime in the east. It is estimated 
that in the aftermath of unification between 1990 and 1993, about 1.4 
million East Germans and East Berliners settled in the west. With the 
economic upswing in the east after 1993-94, a reverse internal migra
tion took place. The Federal Statistical Office estimated the number 
of west-east migrants between 1989 and 1993 at more than 350,000 
persons, among them many East Germans who had left earlier. 

ETHNIC GERMANS RETURN TO THE FATHERLAND 

Another unresolved legacy of World War II and its aftermath are so
called ethnic German resettlers (Aussiedler). As relations between the 
Federal Republic, eastern Europe, and the Soviet Union improved 
through the West German Ostpolitik in the 1970s, ethnic Germans in
creasingly were allowed to leave homelands that had been seized by 
Poland, Russia, and the former Czechoslovakia after the Yalta and 
Potsdam agreements in 1945. The largest group arrived from various 
Russian and Asian provinces of the former Soviet Union, represent
ing survivors of the two to three million ethnic Germans who had 
been deported by Stalin. This resettlement program was Europe's biggest 
mass migration since the late 1940s. It resembled the return of emigres 
and resettlers from ethnic enclaves in Russia to Finland, Greece, and 
Israel and the remigration of colonial subjects to the United King
dom, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Portugal, Italy, and Spain. 
Besides an estimated 3 to 3.5 million Germans, about 1.5 million per
sons with legal entitlements are currently waiting for remigration into 
Western countries. 19 
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Ironically, the conservative-liberal Kohl government, which opposes 
defining Germany as an immigration country, has strongly supported 
the resettlement of ethnic Germans since the 1980s. Their admission 
was declared an act of patriotism and an alternative to non-German 
immigrants who were ethnoculturally more distant and less willing 
to integrate but who were needed to compensate for low German 
birthrates and labor market shortages. A number of reasons were put 
forward for the adoption of this resettlement policy. First, in the im
mediate postwar decade, repatriation was seen as a humanitarian gesture 
toward collectively persecuted German citizens and ethnics who hap
pened to live in former eastern German lands or in the eastern Euro
pean diaspora. In fact, many resettlers decided to leave their former 
homelands because of subtle or open ethnic discrimination and op
pression. Second, it was an anticommunist instrument to suppo~t those 
who wanted to leave the Soviet Union for political, economic, and 
family reunification reasons. In fact, it was applied only to eastern 
European Germans and could not be claimed by ethnic Germans who 
lived in the Western Hemisphere or under similar undemocratic re
gimes as in the east.20 Third, according to international law, the Fed
eral Republic was seen as the successor state of the Third Reich and, 
among others, was held responsible for those who suffered from per
secution and deportation as a result of the war. Therefore, the West 
German postwar constitution (paragraph 116 of the Basic Law) and 
the war-related Compensation Act stipulated that persons with proof 
that they, their parents, or their grandparents were citizens of the 
German Reich within the German borders of 1937, or refugees and 
resettlers from the communist eastern parts of Europe and Russia with 
reliable evidence of ethnic German background (Volkszugehorigkeit), 
could not be refused application for naturalization. 21 

After the demise of the Soviet Union and the ensuing turmoil in 
the East, the number of resettlers willing to migrate increased dra
matically. The number of those prepared to give up their possessions 
and social ties would have been smaller had West Germany's eco
nomic wealth, social security, and democratic accomplishments not 
been additional attractions. But like the earlier migrations described, 
the integration of resettlers into West German society has not been 
without friction. Many immigrants had been isolated in peasant en
claves in eastern Europe and behind the Ural Mountains for decades 
and have memories dating back to prewar Germany. Many do not 
even speak German, or they speak an odd kind of archaic German 
dialect. Although they tend to stick together in clans and families, 
they are willing to assimilate to their new Heimat after they have 
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overcome the first culture shocks. Initially, they are put in special 
reception camps, informed about their new rights, and, after a screening 
process, given German documents. Then, following a quota syst~~, 
they are distributed among the federal German states and munici
palities. Resettlers are fairly well housed and are given full unemployment 
benefits, German language courses, and job retraining if needed. They 
are also aided in finding jobs, which is often not easy. 

Rising numbers of arrivals and the costs of the mass influx (esti
mated to be at least US$6 billion a year) have created resentment among 
some Germans, who fear for their own jobs, housing prospects, or 
cultural alienation. In 1989, 58 percent of respondents to an Allensbach 
survey thought that "too much" was being done officially for resettlers. 
In contrast, only 6 percent thought that "too little" was being done.22 

The German government now wants to persuade would-be resettlers 
to stay in their respective countries. Several measures have been im
plemented to make life more attractive for ethnic Germans abroad. In 
1990, the Polish government agreed, for example, to grant Germans 
living in Poland minority rights, including the use of their own hith
erto outlawed language. In 1992, Germany gave about US$100 mil
lion to the governments of Romania, Russia, Kazakhstan, the Ukraine, 
and other former Soviet republics to help them resettle ethnic Ger
mans in their former communities or to improve their lots where they 
currently live. Another US$70 million was given to support the small 
private businesses of potential resettlers and to aid them with cloth
ing, food, and medicine. German-language teachers and schoolbooks 
were sent to these areas, and cultural centers and TV satellite receivers 
were built in an effort to induce potential migrants to remain. 

Since July 1990, Germany has started to control the potential immi
gration of millions by passing the Aussiedle:-Aufnahm_egesetz, ':hich 
requires applications for an Aufnahmebesche1d (reception permit) at 
German consulates or embassies in the country of origin.23 Now it 
can take months or even years after application and a thorough ex
amination of claims before ethnic German immigrants receive entry 
visas to Germany. Moreover, since 1992, an annual cap of about 250,000 
resettlers limits their immigration. 

Critics within and outside Germany have proposed an end to the 
continuation of special preferences and privileges to ethnic German 
minorities from the east because-so the argument goes-after unifi
cation and the liberalization in the former Soviet Union and eastern 
Europe, the motives that legitimated the resettler program after World 
War II, that is, the threat of expulsion or oppression, have disappeared.24 

Yet, in the course of a search for national roots and cultural identity, 
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particularly in eastern Europe, the imagined or real ethnocultural bonds 
have not ceased to exist in the minds of the resettlers themselves and 
in the politics of the conservative Kohl government. The proponents 
of continued resettlement argue that Germany needs immigrants willing 
to assimilate to compensate for Germany's low birthrate. Moreover, 
it is argued, Germany cannot continue to accept historical and moral 
responsibilities for victims of Nazi aggression and at the same time 
ignore the plight of those Germans who were punished as war aliens 
in enemy territory or suffered as tokens of revenge against Nazi ag
gression. To deny ethnic Germans immigration into a land that they 
perceive as the place to pursue their happiness would be unjustified, 
because they should have the same right of return as other diaspora 
groups in Russia, such as Jews, Greeks, Spaniards, or Hungarians. 

The constitutional rights of resettlement have not been challenged 
yet, and public opinion in Germany is still inclined to accept the im
migration of people with a real or an assumed affiliation with Ger
man culture, history, language, ancestry, and traditions. Had the 
resettlers become assimilated into their former homelands in eastern 
Europe and the Soviet Union instead of being collectively discrimi
nated and labeled as separate "ethnics," their wish to immigrate might 
be weaker and the task of removing their immigration privileges would 
be easier. Even if these moral and ethnic responsibilities are contested 
or become more questionable, the fact that Germany needs immigrants 
for demographic and economic reasons suggests a continuous prefer
ence for resettlers from the East. The preference for immigrants with 
ethnocultural affinities or historical ties to the host country will con
tinue as long as the definition of national belonging is based on real 
or imagined ascriptive criteria rather than on individual inclination 
and confession. 

GUEST-WORKER IMMIGRATION 

A fourth group of migrants resulted from the economic recovery of 
western Europe after World War IL From the mid-1950s, West Ger
man industry developed a strong demand for manual labor that could 
not be supplied sufficiently by the domestic labor force, especially 
after the erection of the Berlin Wall brought the constant flow of mi
grants from East Germany to the Federal Republic to a complete stop. 
The so-called Gastarbeiter rotation system was established, whereby 
foreign workers from mostly Mediterranean countries were supposed 
to stay for one to three years and then return to their home countries. 
This system did not work because it was against the long-term interests 
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of both the workers and their employers. 
Ever since the first signs of world recession at the end of 1973, the 

German and other European governments imposed a virtual ban on 
new recruitment from outside the European Community. But this 
Anwerbestop (recruitment stop) had a paradoxical effect. Knowing that 
they might lose their work permits if they left Germany for more 
than three months, many migrants decided to stay. Immigration based 
on family reunion, protected by the Basic Law and the European 
Convention of Human Rights, became the largest immigration cat
egory, representing about 50,000 to 100,000 persons annually, o~ 90 
percent of all immigrants after 1974. Additionally, births_ of fore_1gn
ers' offspring continued to rise. In 1992, the annual foreigner buth
ra te reached 100,000 (Turks 45,000). Consequently, despite the 
recruitment ban and an incentive scheme for voluntary departure in 
1983-84, the overall foreign population continued to rise after 1973, 
whereas the working population became stagnant. At the end of 1993, 
27 percent of the 6.88 million foreigners and 34 percent of the 4.42 
million former Gastarbeiter labor migrants had resided in Germany 
for more than twenty years, having arrived in the Federal Republic 
before the recruitment stop in 1973.25 Having lived more than five 
years in Germany, currently about 85 percent of all Ausliinde_r (for
eigners) have permanent work and indefinite residence permits, r~
gardless of their employment status. Turkish migrants and th~u 
offspring now represent the largest immigrant group in Germany, with 
roughly 2 million (1994). The next most numerous groups are ex-Yu
goslavs (1.3 million), followed by Italians (563,000), Greeks (352,000), 
Spaniards, and Portuguese. These original "guest workers" total about 
4.5 million persons. An additional 2.5 million are from other Euro
pean, American, Asian, and African countries, among them 260,000 
Poles, the largest group of non-typical migrants. Altogether, about 7 
million Auslander, or about 10 percent of the population of West Ger
many and 2 percent of East Germany's population, live and work in 
the united Germany.26 

THE ALIEN LAW: A SUBSTITUTE FOR IMMIGRATION LEGISLATION 

The Ausliinderrecht (Alien Law),27 enacted early in the guest-worker 
rotation scheme in April 1965, became a substitute for the nonexist
ent immigration law. It reflects the doctrine that Germany is not an 
immigration country and the expectation of temporary residential status 
for labor migrants.28 It regulates the legal status of foreigners and 
their family members, and it grants formal legal equality in matters 
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of ~ivil and_ criminal law, as well as material access to the system of 
soCial secunty (welfare, health, unemployment, retirement), with the 
exception of full political and voting rights, military service, and civil 
service employment.29 The Alien Law also establishes the conditions 
under which family reunion or deportation can occur. Extraditions 
are possible, for example, on grounds of anticonstitutional activities 
a criminal record, or "failure to earn a living." The administratio~ 
can also reject an application for a permit if the "interests of the Fed
eral Republic might be endangered." However, a reform of the law 
in 1990-91 _h_mited the discretion of the administration in interpreting 
thes~ provis_10~s. Administrative and civil courts play an important 
role m providmg legal aid and in protecting and expanding the sta
tus and rights of foreigners. For example, court orders can be sus
p~nded u~til an appeal to a higher court has been heard, and persons 
with low mcome are entitled to free counsel to sue the administra
tion if they cannot pay the court expenses and legal fees. 

The stated goal of the Alien Law is the integration and equal treat
ment of foreigners in society, in education, and at the workplace, without 
~uestioning their right of cultural or religious autonomy. It is not 
mtended to _assimilate or Germanize non-Germans, but it is expected 
that they will accept the constitutional laws and the existing social 
?rder in Gern:1-a~y._30 In_ its interpretation of the Alien Law, Germany 
is bound to civil hberhes and human rights such as free movement, 
free_ speech, and protection against discrimination regulated by the 
Basic Law (constitution), as well as to various international and 
s_upranational conventions such as the International Labor Organiza
h?n (ILO) Charter for Migrants, the European Convention on Human 
Rights, the European Social Charter, European Union law, and bilat
eral treaties. 31 EU regulations in particular override many national 
r~gulations, including the right to vote in local and regional elections 
smce 1995. EU members also need neither work permits nor residence 
permits. Additional regulations exist for citizens of states associated 
with the EU, such as Turkey. Members of these nations receive a lim
ited work permit after four years of residence, whereas other appli
cants may have to wait eight years. Unlimited residence permits are 
granted to non-EU citizens after five years on the condition that they 
ha~e housing and are able to understand and speak German. Only 
c~ildren under age sixteen do not need residence permits. Resident 
ah~ns ~arried to German spouses must wait only five years for natu
ralization, or three years when family members come from countries 
or areas where the German language is spoken, such as Romania, 
Italy, Switzerland, Austria, Belgium, or Denmark. Children not born 
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in Germany but adopted by parents with German citizenship are 
immediately naturalized. 

The participation of foreigners in public affairs passed through several 
phases. Before the debate about voting rights gained momentum, for
eigners were represented by elected or appointed foreigners' councils 
(in big cities), city councils, social affairs departments, and 
Ausliinderbeauftragte (representatives of foreigners similar to ombuds
men in the Swedish model) on national, state, and federal levels. At 
the local level especially, this system was successful in many munici
palities (for example, in Berlin and Frankfurt) in promoting and inte
grating the demands and concerns of resident aliens. Innumerable 
activities and aid programs in support of the needs of immigrants 
and asylum seekers have also been initiated by the Protestant and 
Catholic Churches, unions, public and private agencies, and a great 
number of private and voluntary grassroots and neighborhood or
ganizations, some of which are subsidized by federal and state funds. 
Foreigners have increasingly organized themselves in hundreds of self
help groups, associations, and semipolitical organizations, creating an 
elite of ethnic entrepreneurs. In addition, democratic political parties 
have opened their ranks for membership. For example, in 1994, the 
Green Party had a naturalized twenty-eight-year-old Turk elected as 
party deputy in the Bundestag (national parliament). The state of 
Saarland decided in the summer of 1995 to allow all foreign residents 
the right to vote. Three of the most populous states-Berlin, Baden
Wiirttemberg, and North-Rhine Westphalia-have announced plans 
to follow this example, and it seems only a matter of time before this 
issue is resolved nationally. 

THE CRISIS OF GERMAN IMMIGRATION POLICY 

The original concept of a rotating guest-worker system did not take 
into account that "humans came when labor migrants were requested." 
Neither the receiving German society nor the migrants were prepared 
for the accompanying human problems of immigration or the socio
cultural implications of ethnic and cultural diversity.32 As Lewis Edinger 
pointed out, "too many migrants came from too many countries in 
too short a time to be easily integrated into a state that lacked a dis
tinct national identity of its own."33 First, the domestic infrastructure 
was not sufficiently prepared to absorb millions of migrants and their 
families; then their cultural integration and public acceptance came 
onto the agenda. As in the first postwar economic crisis in 1966-67, 
and later in the 1970s and 1980s, when Germany's economy was suf-
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fering f~om _r~sing unemployment and tax and price increases, immi
grant mmor~ties became an easy target for resentment and frustration 
among certain seg~ents of the population. Hidden or suppressed ethnic 
and cultur~l conflicts, economic fears, and xenophobic hostility sur
faced. But 1t was not until 1989-90 that huge, unexpected migrations 
of an _unp~ecedented scale occurred. Germany began receiving as many 
legal 1mm1grants, in~l_uding_ Eas~ German refugees, resettlers, and asylum 
seekers, as the traditional 1mm1gration countries of Australia Can d 
and the United States combined, on a territory sixteen ti~es ;

0
;~ 

dens_ely pop~lated and fifty-four times smaller than the North American 
cont~nent. Sixty to 70 percent of all asylum seekers entering the EU 
applied, and hundreds of thousands of civil war refugees from the 
former Yugoslavia flocked to Germany. 

H~wever, it _was not just competition for jobs and housing or eco
nomic frustration that fueled the utilitarian perception of labor mi
?rants as temporary guest-workers who could be sent home when 
)Obs became sc_arce in Germany or, worse still, boosted xenophobic 
an~ ethnocentnc resentment. 34 Postwar migrations and German unifi
c_ation exacerbated unresolved contradictions between national iden
~ity ~nd ~eality, that is, between the official ideology of not being an 
immigrat~on ~oun_try and the reality of increasing cultural pluralism 
and _ethmc d1vers1ty. The established political and economic elite in 
particular had failed to initiate a public debate and to prepare the 
~erman population for the consequences of de facto immigration, that 
is, the_ need to_ accept the integration of resident aliens and to relish 
emergmg multiculturalism. Instead, short-term solutions were applied 
a_nd many German~ and politici~ns held on to the self-deceptive no~ 
hon that Germany 1s not and will not be an immigration country for 
non-Germans. 

THE CHALLENGES OF ASYLUM 

As soon as the universalistic and humanitarian entitlements of the 
asylum provisions were put into practice, allowing hundreds of thou
sands of asylum seekers to enter Germany, the unresolved conflict 
b_e~ween _the exclusive ethnic definition of nationhood embodied in 
cihzensh1~ laws or ethnic ~aturalization regulations (paragraph 116 
of_ th~ Basic Law) and the liberal human rights principles of the con
stitution represented by the asylum law (paragraph 16 of the Basic 
Law) became visible. 

. The asylum provisions, which have been called the most generous 
m the Western world, were a reaction to an excessively rigid inter-
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pretation and practice of principles of nationhood that led to the ex
patriation of hundreds of thousands of citizens under National So
cialist rule after 1933. However, the practicability of the asylum law, 
enacted in war-devastated Germany in 1949 primarily as a moral ges
ture to victims of Nazism (many of whom were involved in framing 
the law), was largely untested until the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
Therefore, the potentially disruptive nature of Germany's asylum pro
visions in the context of its rigid immigration policies went unrecog
nized for a long period. 

The authors of the asylum law assumed that only asylum seekers 
from political, religious, and other forms of oppression would apply 
and that political and economic refugees could be easily distinguished 
or deterred from applying. Applicants using fraudulent means-for 
example, deliberately destroying their documents before entry to de
lay the process of extradition-were neither known nor anticipated 
at the time the law was framed. In fact, the law wanted to protect 
those without documents, because under Nazi rule, Germany's 
neighbors often sent refugees without papers back to Germany, where 
they were perceived as illegal immigrants or vagrants and sent to 
prisons and labor camps. The law of 1949 deliberately went beyond 
the international norms of its time in establishing a new and 
universalistic standard. The Federal Republic felt a unique moral ob
ligation toward all political refugees of the world. By opening its doors, 
it would expiate its guilt for the violent extradition of hundreds of 
thousands because of their race, ethnic origin, or political or religious 
beliefs. Finally, it was assumed that Germany and the German peo
ple would be able and willing at any time in the future to fulfill and 
heed the moral obligations and intentions of the asylum provisions. 

In other words, the asylum law rested on highly idealistic assump
tions, thus inviting abuse and failure. It was also assumed that the 
number of applicants would remain small and therefore administra
ble, and that extradition would be enforced, thereby avoiding the crea
tion of a large number of de facto refugee immigrants. But the long 
and thorough legal process required for considering asylum requests 
and legal objections for individual cases (asylum quotas and other 
collective screening policies were not allowed) did not correspond to 
the postwar realities of worldwide refugee movements and the sud
den applications by hundreds of thousands. It was not foreseen that 
the asylum law would become a substitute for immigration, the only 
way for non-EU foreigners to enter West Germany legally without a 
visa. Over the years, as the approval ratio dropped significantly from 
57 percent in 1973 to 5 percent after 1990, it became more and more 
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ev!dent that m~st applicants were de facto immigrants or temporary 
soiourners s~~kmg employment. Finally, the costs of taking refugees 
were not anticipated. For example, in 1992-93 the estimated total annual 
costs for administration, health care, court trials, translation, and ex
tradition by air or land amounted to about US$22 billion.35 

A number of factors contributed to an increase in undocumented 
immigration and _a ri_se in ~he number of asylum seekers, particularly 
from poor countries m Afnca and Asia since the late 1970s and, more 
recently, from eastern Europe and the Balkans. On the one hand, ac
knowledged push factors such as political oppression, civil unrest and 
war, environmental pollution, high unemployment, and economic 
depravation increased the potential number of applicants. On the other 
~and, tales about the economic paradise in West Germany (induced, 
m some cases, by commercial traffickers) and the desire to find an 
escape route into prosperity and security added momentum. Third, 
the easing of emigration restrictions in eastern Europe after the col
lapse of the Iron Curtain between East and West removed the shel
tering of the Federal Republic from large East-West migrations. Finally, 
because the asylum article in the 1949 constitution declared that no 
one arriving on German soil and claiming asylum could be turned 
awa~ without a fair individual investigation, Germany permitted these 
applicants to stay. Continued generous handling of rejected asylum 
seekers, that is, the nonenforcement of most extraditions, fueled ris
ing applications. In addition, rejected applicants could delay their 
extradition for two, three, or more years by legal appeals. 

The conservative-liberal Kohl government initially tried to restrain 
~dministratively the growing number of applicants and avoid a pub
he debate about Germany's immigration and asylum policies. To re
duce the waiting period and address other shortcomings, the asylum 
law ':as revised several times: from 1982, it regulated the applicants' 
benefits (mostly food stamps instead of cash); from 1991, it allowed 
gainful employment under certain conditions, it set conditions for 
freedom of movement, and collective housing in local communities 
~a_s reorganized. But these administrative amendments had no sig
nificant effect on waiting periods and the continuing influx, particu
lar!! because the courts and the judiciary did not comply with the 
pohcy measures and because extradition of rejected asylum applicants 
was not enforced.36 Sixty to 70 percent of those rejected as de jure 
refugees were allowed to stay and work indefinitely as de facto asy
lum seekers; others decided to stay as undocumented illegals. For 
example, only 3,060 of 115,000 rejected asylum seekers were extra
dited in 1990. In the same year, some 500,000 asylum seekers were 
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thought to be in the de facto category; _a~other 580,0~0 cases were 
bona fide asylum seekers pending or a~aitmg an_ appeal, a~?ut 40,00~ 
were quota refugees (Kontingenzfluchtlm?~), that 1s, ~ostly_ boat peo 
ple" from Indochina or fugitives from m1htary and nght-wmg regimes 
such as Chile, Iran, and Turkey; 110,000 belonged to the catego? of 
accepted asylum seekers (Asylbewerber); and 30,000 were categonzed 
as stateless persons. Altogether, ab~ut _1.26 million asylum seeke~s 
lived in Germany at that time, conshtutmg 1.6 percent of Germany s 
population. In other words, the country hosted as many asylum seek
ers after unification as it had accepted applications between 1950 and 
1990.3

7 In addition, more than 300,000 civil war refugees from the fo~mer 
Yugoslavia were accepted in the early 1990s. Serbs, C~oats, Bosnians, 
and others who waived their rights to asylum 

3
:ere given temporary 

residence, work permits, and welfare support. . . 
Before violent clashes and anti-asylum-seeker nots made worldw1~e 

headlines in 1991-92, refugees were already perceived by the pubhc 
as abusing the asylum law. Although the integration of smaller, mor~ 
educated and culturally closer groups of asylum seekers-for exam 
ple, Rus:ian Jews-was not a reason for public con_cern, ~a_tred and 
prejudice were directed against the more pu_bhcly v1s1ble and 
ethnoculturally different people from Africa, ~s1a, ~n~ eastern Eu
rope, such as Vietnamese and Romanian Gypsies (Smh and Rom~), 
some of them begging and panhandling at ~treet cor~ers an~ tram 
stations. Insensitive remarks by politicians usmg growmg ethmc ten
sions for shortsighted political gain,39 pu~li~ rumors, an~ ex~gger
ated media reports about street crime, proshtuhon, drug dealmg, illegal 
employment, welfare fraud, faked marriages'. ~nd_ so forth m~de refu
gees easy scapegoats in a climate of postumf1cahon depression'. par; 
ticularly in the unemployment-stricken east. Moreover, the pohcy o 
redistributing refugees was poorly implemented. In some rural mu
nicipalities, 40 percent of all welf~re reci~ients were asylum seekers~ 
giving the native population the 1mpress10n that refugees were tak 
ing over their community life and taking advantage of gen

4

~ro~s wel
fare provisions financed by the working ~axp~yers. Finally~ 
dministrative mistakes, incompetence, and the 111 will of law-enforce 

:nent agencies aggravated or even triggered incid~nts. _For examp_le, 
the housing of asylum seekers in East German _res1den~ial areas with 
h" h conflict potential and insufficient protection, as m the case of 
R~stock and Hoyerswerda, gave rise to frequen~ violent attacks by 
right-wing fringe groups, skinheads, soccer hooligans, youth gangs, 
drunks and other individuals.41 

Even' though Chancellor Kohl had officially stated in August 1986 
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that Germany must prevent any abuse of the law, promising meas
ures to better enforce it without violating its liberal and humanitar
ian spirit, the seemingly uncontrolled influx of asylum seekers (438,000 
in 1992, compared with 57,000 in 1987), the supposedly lax handling 
of asylum administration and deportation, and the postunification 
economic and social strains exacerbated suppressed feelings of xeno
phobia and racism that had already aided the rise of the far-right 
Republican party in the 1980s.42 The public got the impression that 
there was a lack of leadership, since the government was unable to 
live up to its promises and enact efficient measures to prevent Ger
many from becoming an immigration country against its will. 43 

Such an atmosphere played into the hands of right-wing extremists 
and the Republican party more successfully than in previous years. 
Under the new climate of national reanimation and redistribution of 
resources, they demanded as a solution a drastic reduction of asylum 
seekers, foreigners, and ethnic German resettlers, implying that they 
were defending economic interests, cultural rights, national sovereignty, 
and self-determination of the native population. Their strategy was 
to exploit the fears of social disruption, economic hardship, discon
tent, declining wealth, job competition, social stagnation, loss of tra
ditional values, and cultural alienation.44 Heimatverlust (loss of home), 
Balkanization or Oberfremdung (foreignization), and Oberflutung (swamp
ing) became popular slogans in the west and in the east in the after
math of unification.45 Although the use of Nazi symbolism by the 
skinhead youth movement evoked ghostly remembrances of the Nazi 
past, it was not this provocative breaking of taboos by an isolated 
and politically unattractive and impotent fringe but the subtle or open 
ethnocentrism and xenophobic resentment of a significant minority 
of the population that posed a threat to political culture and the pub
lic climate. There was an expectation that labor migrants would fully 
assimilate and then return home whenever it was economically con
venient. Resentment was based on a tendency to evaluate and rank 
people according to their physiognomy and national and cultural 
background (what has been called cultural "Western racism")46 rather 
than on ultranationalist hubris and biological racism. Another char
acteristic of the public mood was a new kind of "affluence national
ism" and "welfare chauvinism," that is, fear of losing control over 
the preservation of economic wealth, political stability, and social 
security, the trademarks of postwar prosperity and progress. In fact, 
polls indicated that there were widespread fears about the strong D
Mark being devalued, alleged exploitation of the generous social se
curity and welfare system, and a Balkanization of society and culture 
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through immigration and the importation of exotic feu_ds, fundamen
talist religions, and strange mores that would unde_rmme order, con
sensus, and ethnocultural homogeneity._ Although m some segments 
of the population antiforeigner and a~tuefugee r_esentment ~ould_ be 
explained by competition for jobs, housmg, educati~n, apprenticeship~, 
and so forth, attitudes were often not grounded i~. personal ex_ren
ence or spatial proximity but in perceived competition and pro7e~ted 
threats allegedly posed by asylum seekers and foreigners to soCiety 
and to personal well-being. Such perceptions were often fos~ered ~y 
sensationalist media reports and influenced by the at~osphere m which 
issues were discussed in public and among Stammtzsch (pub culture) 

47 peer groups. . 
This combination of alienation, depravation, and resentment led to 

violent acts and the development of a new far-right subculture, par
ticularly in smaller communities among st~t~s-insecure ~o~ng males 
with low income, low education, t~adih~na}

8 
m~tenahst v~lu_e 

orientations, and authoritarian personahty traits. It is also no c~mci
dence that the first widely reported hostile incidents happened m the 
east, which was struggling to overcome the economic le?acy of forty 
years of socialism coupled with a l~ck o~ exposure to hberal demo-
cratic traditions and ethnocultural diversity. . 

After the issue was aired publicly by right-wing extre~usts, a~~ 
after vile assaults became a daily event, democratic par~ies, pol~t~
cians, intellectuals, and the public started to react, an? a fierce pohti
cal debate about the pros and cons of Germa1:1y s asylu~ law, 
immigration and citizenship policies, and right~wii:ig radicahsm be-

n ·This debate revealed a deep split and polanzation of the elector-
ga · · f h 
ate and the parliamentary parties, centering on the questions o ow 
to cope with the sudden outburst of hatred and violence and how t,o 
restore a stable political culture and control the damage to Germany s 

image abroad. . . 
The first political signals given to the pubhc by the gov~rnmg con-

servative-liberal coalition, however, were weak and ambiguous. In
stead of creating awareness about the issues at hand, the government 
focused incessantly on the abuse of the law and c~~centrated_o_n,~ech
nical solutions and promises. By talking about an asylum cnsis and 
pointing to the lengthy and costly judicial api:eal process through 
civil courts, as well as the costs of administration and accommoda
tion, the coalition was unable to curb public resentment and ~rustra
tion. Over the course of months, the Christian Democrat~,. Liberals, 
and Social Democrats became entangled in a legalistic pohhcal battle 
about changes to the relevant section of the constitution. In an at-
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tempt to ease the rising public resenhnent and anger, during the summer 
of 1992, all parties agreed to a reduction in the processing time for 
asylum applicants to six weeks and a prompt expulsion of those re
jected. But this and other purely administrative measures proved 
impracticable or insufficient. Finally, all three major parties found a 
compromise in the winter of 1992 and the spring of 1993, keeping the 
individual right of asylum and defining refugees on the basis of the 
Geneva Refugee Convention.49 An addendum to the asylum article in 
the Basic Law confirmed the continued guarantee of protection against 
political oppression but stipulated that applicants from non-oppres
sive (particularly neighboring) so-called safe countries could be turned 
back at the border unless they presented clear evidence of political, 
racial, or religious persecution. 

Now, in accordance with Germany's EU partners and the Schengen 
Treaty of 1995, asylum applicants turned back from EU countries cannot 
apply a second time and will be returned to the country of first entry 
(Drittstaaten-Regelung). 50 In other words, applicants to EU and 
neighboring countries can no longer seek "the safest haven" accord
ing to their personal preferences. 51 But tensions dissipated only when 
tighter asylum regulations and enforced border controls were followed 
by massive public demonstrations and a bold government crackdown 
on right-wing activities. The number of violent incidents involving 
right-wing opponents of foreigners and asylum seekers dropped from 
2,223 in 1992 to 860 registered violent acts in 1994. Over the same 
period, the total number of asylum seekers fell from 438,000 to about 
127,000, and then dropped to 58,700 during the first six months of 
1995. 

The public debate and political actions of 1992-93 marked a turn
!n~ point and indicated a clear distancing of the overwhelming ma
JOnty of Germans from xenophobia, ethnocentrism, and racial prejudice, 
as demonstrated by poll results, surveys, and the devastating election 
results for the organized political right fringe. 52 Nonetheless, the cen
tral question of what constitutes national identity has not been suffi
ciently answered. The contradiction contained in a volkisch definition 
of the nation versus liberal elements in the constitution and laws, 
and the fiction that Germany can maintain, in spite of immigration, 
its "homogeneous" fabric, is not yet resolved and is certain to resur
face. Postunification developments demonstrate that a policy of pro
crastination has a polarizing effect on German political culture and 
may deepen a schism in the traditional party system along an axis of 
new and old politics. 53 

From the perspective of "traditional" immigration countries, it may 
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be difficult to understand why-after the lesson of the asylum con
flict-immigration is still an emotionally charged issue. To find an 
answer, one has to take a further look at German citizenship and 
naturalization regulations. It is true that the significance of ethnocultural 
homogeneity for national identity and the higher go?d of one's_ na
tion is not specifically German and can also be fou~d m other ~at~ons 
in public statements by politicians, in th': philos~phical ':1-nderpmn~ngs 
of laws dealing with immigration and citizenship, and m the motives 
that fuel xenophobia, ethnocentrism, racism, and nationalism.

54 
What 

makes Germany different from the discourse in neig~b_oring_ Eur_o
pean or Western countries are its specifi~ cul~ural_ traditioi:is, i~~ ~is
torical experience with and awareness of immigration, and its volkzsch 
implications. The reform of the asylum law adapted ~he ~erman regu
lations to the less liberal law of its neighbors, but it did not resolve 
the problem of nationhood. The persis~ing questi~n ?~ Gern:i-any's 
national identity is particularly reflected m Germany s citizenship law 

and naturalization procedures. 

WHO IS A GERMAN? INTRICACIES OF CITIZENSHIP 
AND NATURALIZATION 

The main contents of the present version of the German citizenship 
law can be traced back to the nineteenth-century notion of an iden
tity of "nation" (ethnos, Volk) and "state" (demos), where a state is 
typically defined as ethnoculturally hom~ge~eous ba~ed on a com
mon language, history, ancestry, moral principles, social value~, and 
other commonalities. Citizenship in this context reflects three dimen
sions: ethnic membership, state membership, and political citizen rights. 
In the German case, the ethnic or vi.ilkisch dimension obtained a sp~; 
cial weight and independence that overshadowed the tw~ others. 
This can be explained by Germany's belated struggle for national se~f
determination and its search for a distinct national identity, as dis-

cussed earlier. 
The concept of the ethnic nation-state goes back to the philosop~i-

cal origins of German idealism and romanticism, for example, m 
Herder's idea that each nation has a distinctive identity based on a 
common language, history, ancestry, and culture and that its citizens 
therefore have natural rights to political self-determination and pro
tection by the state. In other words, in contrast with the French and 
U.S. concepts of nation building, in which states are born out ~f a 
political revolution or founded on immigration, the cultural nation
building concept assumes that primarily ethnocultural and ancestral 
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ties shou~d cons!i!ute the basis of a political civitas.56 Consequently, 
t~e gr~ntmg of ~i~izei:iship was related to the parental, ancestral prin
ciple (zu_s. sangumzs), m contrast to granting citizenship on territorial 
~nd p_ohhcal principl~s (ius. solis). However, these concepts never ex
isted i~ a i:ure form m reality. A third principle, ius domicilii, that is, 
naturahzat10n under certain conditions after a period of residence 
has been established in modern states. ' 

It was not until ~842, in the aftermath of the national awakening 
that. had occurred m ~erma~ territories in the wake of the Napo
l~omc_ Wars, that Prussia switched (for bureaucratic rather than na
t10n~hst reason~) from the feudal and much older principle of place 
of ?1rth and residence to the ancestral principle. After German unifi
cation under Prussian hegemony, and against the particularist resist
an~e _of the federal member states, the German Empire upheld the 
~nonty o_f the ancestral principle for nationalist reasons of identifica
tion and m~e?rat.ion and refined it in the citizenship law (Reichs- und 
Staatsangehorzgkeztsgesetz) of 1913, which is still valid today with some 
modifications. 57 

A literal translation of the Latin ius sanguinis has misled some ob
servers into identifying it with the perverted, racialized, pseudobiological 
Nurembe~g L~ws _of 1935.58 However, the present German citizenship 
law, ~hi~h is simil~r t~ that of other European, particularly 
Sca~dmavia~, sta~es, is gmded not by crude biology but by the fol
l?wmg considerations and political circumstances that influenced the 
liberal founders of the German postwar constitution in their decision 
not to abandon elements of ius sanguinis in 1948-49.59 

First, ~he postwar policy of the allied victors themselves stipulated 
~ collective and ethnic definition of Germanness. Germans were to be 
isolated and contained in the four occupation zones until 1949 and 
col~ectively punished or reeducated. At the time, German lawmakers 
believed t_hat the re~~rral _to co~mon ethnocultural bonds would guar
a~tee nahon~l stability, identity, and continuity while Germany was 
still r~covermg from the devastating effects of World War II and 
em~rgmg Cold War division. The West German government tried to 
avmd at all costs an official recognition of the involuntary division of 
Ge~many_- Therefore, claims of a separate East German citizenship were 
resisted m the west, and East Germans were automatically granted 
German citizenship. Moreover, West Germany wanted to be a safe 
haven. for Germans suffering either from violent expulsion and ethnic 
cleansmg after. 1_945 or from communist oppression. Finally, and in 
contras~ to pohcies pursued under Bismarck and Hitler, the Federal 
Republic had no intention of Germanizing as many non-Germans as 
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possible via immigration or the ius soli. For e~ample, the automatic 
naturalization of persons born on German terntory, such as the off
spring of displaced persons waiting desperately to leave Germany 
once and for all, was voided. 

Accordingly, foreigners living in Germany ':ere _c~nsidered subj_ec~s 
of another demos. Only if they had proved their willmgness to assimi
late to the life, language, and culture of the German demos co1:1ld they 
apply for naturalization. In other wor~s, _the Fe?eral Ref'.u?hc based 
its citizenship regulations on two principles: z~s sanguznzs ar:1~ zus 
domicilii. Children with at least one parent holdmg Gerri:ia~ ohz~n
ship, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, and other_ ascnphve cnte
ria, were defined as Germans, that is, they had a nght to the same 
citizenship as their parents. Families from pre-World War II _easter~ 
German provinces, or persons considered ethnic Germans m then 
eastern European homelands, were granted Germa~ citizenship upon 
application, based on the war-related Comi:~nsaho~ Act and para
graph 116 of the Basic Law (see above). Citizenship could also _b_e 
acquired through adoption of a child ~y parent~ with _Germa1:1 _c_i_t~~ 
zenship or through naturalization, that is, accordmg to zu~ dom1c1lz1. 
Subsequently, rights of temporary residents and labor migr~nts (eu
phemistically called guest-workers) were ~eg1:1lated by the Ahen Law, 
which offered integration without naturahzahon (see above). B~ca~se, 
by definition, foreigners were seen as transient, their naturahzahon 
was considered an exception until the reform of 1990, though natu
ralization was neither impossible nor unusual.61 But as a consequence 
of the doctrine of not being an immigration country, Germany h_as 
had a comparatively low level of naturalization. !he German_ la': dis
tinguishes between Anspruchseinburgerungen (entitle? naturahzaho~s), 
mostly used for spouses of German citizens, ad~ph_ons, and_ the hke, 
and Ermessenseinburgerungen (discretionary naturahzahons), which apply 
to the regular naturalization of foreigners. In the l~tter case_, the natu
ralization administration has greater latitude to reJect applicants. The 
annual naturalization rate of immigrants (ethnic Germans as well as 
non-Germans) was, until the closing of the Iron Curtain, about 0.5 
percent of the total population. The perc:~ta~e has increased con
stantly since 1975 and quadrupled since umficah~n. ~etween 197~ and 
1993 30 percent of a total 1.21 million naturahzahons were discre
tion~ry and 67 percent were entitled. According to Eurostats, between 
1990 and 1993, Germany issued a total of 129,000 passports b~se~ on 
discretionary naturalizations. However, if the entit~ed ~aturahz_at10ns 
of resettlers are included, the total annual naturahzahon rate is cur
rently about 200,000. This compares with between 55,000 and 60,000 
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naturalizations annually in the United Kingdom and France. 
In the past, German officials defended their restrictive policy with 

the argument that naturalizations should occur at the end of a "suc
cessful integration" process. Germany, it was argued, was not encour
aging citizenship or assuming that the majority of foreigners and their 
offspring would seek it. However, this is disputed by critics, since 
the resettlement program of ethnic eastern European Germans reflects 
a de facto attempt to re-Germanize ethnic Germans who, in many 
cases, preserved only remote linguistic bonds with Germany. Finally, 
as the argument of government officials goes,62 any measure to en
courage naturalization would be unpopular with Germans and with 
the migrants themselves. This view refers to polls indicating that fewer 
than 10 percent of all foreigners are interested in applying for Ger
man citizenship. 63 

It is true that not everybody living and working in Germany has a 
desire to become a German citizen. In fact, many older migrants seem 
to be reluctant to apply for German citizenship because of their con
tinuing identification with their homelands, cultures, languages, and 
religions. The preservation or development of a sense of national pride 
and the practical bonds and pressures from sending countries also 
play a role.

64 
But the disinterest of many residents (especially Turks) 

in assimilation and naturalization is not only a result of self-chosen 
segregation in ethnic colonies but also an outcome of experienced 
rejection by Germans. 65 There is little of the U.S.-style "melting pot" 
or even "salad bowl" atmosphere in Germany yet. 

However, segregation is a different story for the so-called second 
and third generations, the offspring of the migrants born or educated 
in Germany. The majority are leaning toward assimilation into Ger
man society. Therefore, naturalization regulations were eased through 
a reform of the Alien Law that was passed on 7 July 1990 and be
came valid on 1 January 1991. The Gesetz uber die Einreise und den 
Aufenthalt van Ausliindern im Bundesgebiet (law relating to the entry 
and residency of foreigners on the territory of the Federal Republic) 
provided that the offspring of labor migrants in Germany could be
come naturalized if they were between the ages of sixteen and twenty
three, had resided in Germany for at least eight years, had been educated 
in Germany for six years, and were willing to give up their former 
citizenship. The naturalization fee was US$60 (formerly about US$3,000). 
Ethnic assimilation, proof of German language proficiency, and iden
t~fication with German culture were no longer necessary prerequi
sites for naturalization. Additional requirements existed for foreigners 
over the age of twenty-three, namely, fifteen years residence and proof 
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of guaranteed subsistence in Germany. Applications h~d t~ be mad_e 
before the end of 1995; otherwise, the regular naturalization condi-

tions apply.66 
• 

The 1990 regulations are a sign that the German government i~ t~y-
ing to close the gap between de facto immigration and the re~tn:tive 
definition of naturalization for Auslander. The new measures mdicate 
a liberalization toward the principle of ius domicilii and also i~corpo
rate elements of ius soli, giving those born on Germany territory a 
privileged access to citizenship. Even conserv~tives, who until recently 
blocked sweeping reforms, are now advocatmg the general naturali
zation of all newborn children of foreigners in Germany an~ s1:1p
porting a further reduction of discretionary powers of the naturahzah?n 
administration.67 Moreover, the increasing number of persons wi~h 
dual or multiple citizenships (granted mostly to ethnic Germ~ns. m 
Poland and immigrants from Turkey and the former Yugosla~ia! _m
dicates a willingness to give up the state monopoly on the defmition 
of citizenship and to share national sovereignty rights.

68 
?ther pro

posals include an extension of iu~ soli rights a~d the granting of for
eigners with a certain time of residence the option to choose between 
an "active" and a "resting" citizenship.

69 

Although the new measures are a step in t~e right_ ~i~ection, the 
continuing coexistence of inclusive and exclusive _dehmtions of n~
tionhood in law, rhetoric, and political practice still nurtu_r:s pub~ic 
confusion and political polarization around the is~~es ?f citizenship, 
immigration, and asylum in the after~ath of umh_cation. R~settlers 
are counted not as immigrants but as nationals returnmg to their ethnos, 
whereas labor migrants and asylum seekers, among them large num
bers of de facto immigrants, are still perceived de jure_ as t~mpora~y 
aliens. The only officially acknowledged non-German immigrants m 
this scheme are second- and third-generation descendants of l~bor 
migrants, resident aliens applying for naturalization, -~n~ recog_mzed 
refugees and naturalized persons. Furthermore, the volkzsch notion of 
ius sanguinis and of a homogeneous Volk b~sed on t~e id:ntit~ of demos 
and ethnos and the fiction that Germany is not an immigration coun
try, remai~ official dogma, albeit weakened in its material effects .. 

It is this insufficient recognition of large and ethnoculturally di
verse groups of people who wi~h to im~igra~e that ~urt~~es xeno
phobia and cultural racism. It is not pnmanly an mabihty or an 
unwillingness to feed and house immigrants_ th~t has led to. t~e ~en
sions that predate unification and the polanzat10n after u~~f~cation, 
but rather the unpreparedness of the public and t~e poh~icians to 
face the reality of immigration. The resulting ambiguity is further 
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exacerbated by the coexistence of inclusive republican, civil, and uni
versal human rights principles with exclusive elements in the defini
tion of nationhood and in political rhetoric. The abstract idea of national 
homogeneity and the fear that immigration poses a threat are at the 
heart of the problem. They prevent the development of a discourse 
that is able to appreciate and seriously assess the benefits of immi
gration, that is, its short- and long-term economic, cultural, and dem
ographic advantages. Only recently-with the support of a growing 
percentage of citizens born and educated after the war-have the es
tablished parties and the legal system introduced reforms that reflect 
current realities more pragmatically. But a new assessment of immi
gration and of national identity that values increasing ethnic diver
sity and cultural pluralism will not be easily accomplished, because 
the current ambiguities have origins reaching back to the very foun
dations of the nation-state and of modern German history, and to the 
roots of collective memory. 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF THE FATHERLAND 

Using the example of the German definition of nationhood, this essay 
has elaborated on how migrations and the social construction of iden
tities interact. In the age of nationalism, Germany underwent extreme 
phases in defining nationhood, which led to the suppression of its 
history of extensive in- and out-migration and of cultural and ethnic 
diversity. Germany's belated nation building supported the develop
ment of nationalist fervor, which was further promoted by antiliberal 
and authoritarian traditions, the lack of the colonial experience of 
absorbing non-European people, the paranoia of encirclement by hostile 
powers, the collective humiliations after both world wars that shook 
and almost destroyed the country, the racist discourse of the Nazi 
era and the following depression and collective humiliation, ethnic 
cleansing during and after World War II that fell back on the Ger
mans, the artificial Cold War division, and deep collective anger, guilt, 
and shame. All these circumstances upheld a notion of a national 
identity that overemphasized ethnocultural homogeneity and an inward
looking, self-centered collective identity. Germans, despite their im
pressive cuftural achievements, were by geographical location and 
tradition "inlanders" rather than cosmopolitan, with the exception, 
perhaps, of those in the northern seafaring cities. 

Their experience with nation-state building led the Germans to be
lieve that it is necessary to draw exclusive boundaries to preserve 
unity against external threats and internal centripetal regional, reli-
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gious, social, and cultural forces. ~he n~tion-~~ate cre_ated and enfor_ced 
its own ideology. Exclusive and mclusive citizenship and naturaliza
tion regulations were used to mold a collective and overarc~ing_sen~e 
of national "belongingness." The century-old history of migration m 
central Europe and the experiences with cultural, ethnic, and religiou_s 
diversity were forgotten or ignored for the higher good of homogeni
zation for the purpose of national advancement. Volkisch nationa!ism, 
a reaction to oppression and foreign domination, served to create iden
tity, cohesion, and solidarity, but it later became a vehicle of o~pres
sion itself and-in its extreme manifestations-an instrument of v10lent 
inclusion and exclusion.70 But we have seen that recent migrations in 
the wake of economic, political, and cultural globalization create con
ditions under which the narrow concept of volkisch nationalism be
comes an obstacle. Thus, the global exchange of goods, capital, services, 
and labor has a civilizing function and creates conditions that may 
give way to more universal and multicultural concepts of belongingness. 

There is little doubt that the immigration waves after World War II 
made Germany an immigration country against its will. The massive 
influx of refugees from East Germany, resettlers, and asylum seekers 
after German unification in 1990 has exacerbated the underlying ten
sions of universal versus volkisch and national principles in German 
law, culture, and society. It is estimated that-excluding imme?i~te 
postwar population shifts-betwee~ 1950 and 199~, ~lm~st 16 million 
people, or a quarter of the population currently hvmg m We_s~ Ger
many, took up residence in that territory. Germany was l?ohtically, 
legally, culturally, and ideologically unprepared to ~eal _with_ the re
alities of immigration and their consequences: ethmc diversity and 
cultural pluralism. But the fact of immigration and its consequences 
cannot be reversed without cutting links to the world and Germany's 
European neighbors. Even opponents of continuous immigration rec
ognize that foreigners and their consumption, trade links, investments, 
savings, pensions, and taxes are essential for Germany's wealth and 
well-being, and that foreigners contribute their fair shar_e. to secu~e 
and maintain economic prosperity, social welfare, and pohhcal stabil
ity. With their labor, they perform essential jobs that Germans do not 
want. They are engaged in trades and niches that enrich the economy 
and society. A mass exodus would have harmful consequences for 
the Germans themselves and for their neighbors.71 

Under the given conditions of a still ambiguous and unreceptive 
environment, relatively few immigrants have felt encouraged to be
come integrated into German society. Economically, the mass of labor 
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~igran!s was confined to an ethnic substrata, employed mostly in 
mdustnes and occupations that were no longer attractive to German n , . 
labor. Only recently has an expandmg stratum of ethnic entrepre-
~eurs ?egun to develop, and social differentiation within ethnic groups 
is takmg place. Some groups are more easily integrated into the 
societal fabric than others. Many Turks, for example, tend to live 
segregated in ethnic enclaves, particularly in larger cities and urban 
agglomerations. 

It was not until the mid-1980s, with a new generation slowly tak
ing over positions of power and intellectual discourse, that the politi
cal agenda changed in favor of a more realistic policy on foreigners. 
A reform of the Alien Law was set in motion on the national level, 
and recently the citizenship regulations and the asylum law have been 
overhauled. Along with other unforeseen consequences of unification, 
European integration, and international responsibilities, postunification 
Germany is facing a series of changes greater than the sum of all 
changes_ t_hat took place in the preceding decades. German democracy 
and political culture are undergoing a difficult process of readjusting 
and redefining national interests and identity in the 1990s, taking into 
account domestic interests, integration capacities, and humanitarian 
concerns.

73 
In this process, Germany has to come to grips with its 

status as an immigration society and the unavoidable consequences 
of increasing ethnic and cultural diversity. It has to finally shed the 
relics of volkisch or ethnic nationalism and, by doing so, may become 
a model of a postnational nation that transfers part of its national 
sovereignty, institutions, national symbols, and identities to supra
national entities, such as the EU or the United Nations. 

The German government and public have to reform and modernize 
themselves to regain a new stability and postnational identity that 
mirror the realities of transnational migration and refugee flows, Eu
ropean and global integration, the development of new denizen rights, 
and s~~ranational memberships74 and the adherence to the republi
c_an, civil, and universalist principles of Germany's postwar constitu
tion, democratic institutions, and political culture. Acceptance of the 
new diversity and pluralism makes it more likely that domestic and 
neighborly peace and the postwar democratic traditions and liberal 
?utlook of united Germany will be preserved. The emotionally charged 
issue of immigration and diversity may well constitute one of the 
most difficult tasks that united Germany will face for some time to 
come. 75 
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4 
The "Generation of 1989": 

A New Political Generation? 

CLAUS LEGGEWIE 

The year 1989 represents a deep caesura not only for European history 
but also for societies throughout the world. "Nothing can remain as 
it was," Willy Brandt remarked when the Berlin Wall fell, and in this 
he was of one mind with many of his contemporaries. That most 
improbable and momentous of events, the opening of the Iron Curtain, 
which had been thought by the whole of humanity to be unassailable 
for all eternity, invites us to mark the end of the century with 1989-
a short century, which had not really started until August 1914. 

How should we characterize the train of events that began in 1989? 
Participants and observers alike use the neutral term Wende (turn) 
when they refer to the events of 1989. This word is also a navigational 
term suggesting a turn of 180 degrees, that is, a complete change of 
course. We are probably justified in ascribing a revolutionary quality 
to the events of 1988-90-revolutionary in the original sense of the 
word, denoting a return to the good old order of things and connot
ing social and political restoration. The "revolution" of 1989 was ac
tually less remarkable for creating new realities than for restoring old 
ones-from the conditions of private ownership and the capitalist 
market economy to the traditional political parties and systems. Gen
erally, the protagonists of 1989 no longer identified themselves with 
a strong belief in history or progress. They contented themselves with 
toppling a decaying, partially totalitarian, and increasingly intoler
able ancien regime to make way for a system modeled on the West
em democracies and market economies. 

The participants in the events of 1989 came from the ranks of so
cial movements, from civil rights organizations such as Solidarity in 
Poland and Charta 77, and from among the governing classes, church 
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