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Migration and Racism in the 
United States and Germany in the 
Twentieth Century

Virtual con fer ence, April 22-23, 2021. Co-spon sored by the 
Ger man Historical Institute Washington and the Research 
 Institute Social Cohesion, Technical University of Berlin. Con-
veners: Maria Alexopoulou (Research Center Social Cohe-
sion, Technical University of Berlin) and Elisabeth Engel (GHI 
Washington). Participants: Payal Banerjee (Smith College), 
Ismael García Colón (City University of New York), Levke 
Harders (University of Bielefeld), Anna Holian (Arizona 
State University), Nadja Klopprogge (University of Gießen), 
Simone Lässig (GHI Washington), Katharina Leimbach  
(University of Hanover), Rudolf Leiprecht (University of Old-
enburg), Helma Lutz (University of Frankfurt), Ms. Madhu 
(University of Dehli), Lili Rebstock (University of Dresden), 
Léa Renard (Free University of Berlin), Arvid Schors (Uni-
versity of Cologne), Adam R. Seipp (Texas A&M University), 
Lauren Stokes (Northwestern University), Till van Rahden 
(University of Montreal), Richard F. Wetzell (GHI Wash-
ington), Anne-Kathrin Will (Humboldt University, Berlin), 
 Andrew Zimmerman (George Washington University).

Both U.S. and Ger man his tory are marked by migra tion and 
rac ism. Throughout his tory, some groups in both soci e ties 
have been racialized and mar gin al ized. After the end of Na-
tional Socialism in Germany and seg re ga tion in the United 
States, exclu sion and othering con tin ues. Commonalities in 
the con struc tion of these “oth ers” can often be iden ti fied, 
but dif fer ences in migra tion his to ries and con texts also ex-
ist. In order to ana lyze the interlinkage of these phe nom ena, 
schol ars were invited to pres ent their research pro jects in a 
two-day con fer ence. A year after the orig i nal on-site work-
shop was post poned, the video con fer ence was con densed 
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to light ning talks and a more extended over all dis cus sions at 
the end of each day.

In her open ing words, GHI Director Simone Lässig stressed 
the impor tance of trans na tional research exchange in the 
com par a tive field, as bina tional com par i son can not be 
drawn from a national per spec tive. Referring to the recent 
Black Lives Matter move ment, con vener Maria Alexopoulou 
then went on empha siz ing the deep entan gle ment of migra-
tion, rac ism and anti-rac ism in Germany and the United  
States, stat ing, together with co-con vener Elisabeth  Engel, 
the need for a bet ter aca demic under stand ing of these 
 phe nom ena.

Anne-Kathrin Will started the con fer ence with a pre sen ta-
tion on the rela tion ship between sta tis ti cal sur veys, cat e go-
ri za tion and con cepts of (non-) belong ing. Her research fo-
cuses on the pop u la tion censuses of the Bundesstatistikamt 
in Germany, which has been com pil ing data on the Ger man 
pop u la tion since 1953. Specifically, she exam ined those cat-
egories that were intro duced to dif fer en ti ate between “Ger-
mans” and “non-Ger mans.” Since these categories were pre-
defined and respon dents had to clas sify them selves within 
them, belong ing or non-belong ing resulted from the catego-
ries defined by the author ity. Thus, Will can show that the 
anal y sis of categories such as “for eign-lan guage” or “national 
ori gin” reveal hier ar chies and bring to light prevailing  notions 
of belong ing and non-belong ing.

Following Anne-Katrin Will, Léa Renard presented an in-
sight on the empir i cal anal y sis she conducted for her PhD 
 the sis. Focusing on the con struc tion of oth er ness through 
sta tis ti cal knowl edge pro duc tion between the early years 
of the  Ger man Empire and the out break of World War I, 
 Renard iden ti fied two guid ing prin ci ples of clas si fi ca tion: the 
 national and the colo nial prin ci ple. According to Renard, the 
for mer was applied on the ter ri tory of the Ger man  Empire, 
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first  distinguishing between cit i zens and for eign ers on the 
basis of cit i zen ship. Second, categories like “lan guage” and 
“birth place” were used to pro mote the image of a mono-
eth nic Ger man nation since 1900. Simultaneously, on colo-
nial ter ri tory Ger man author i ties intro duced a rac ist binary 
clas si fi ca tion between a per ceived “white pop u la tion” on the 
one hand and a per ceived “col ored pop u la tion” on the oth-
er. Within this pro cess, peo ple who would for merly assume a 
role in between were forced into the “col ored” cat e gory.

Migration scholar Payal Banerjee con trib uted the main as-
pects of her actual research on mod ern eugen i cist think ing 
shap ing U.S. and Euro pean immi gra tion pol i cies. Adopting 
a trans na tional per spec tive, Banerjee ana lyzes the his tor i-
cal and ongo ing pref er ence of the U.S. migra tion office for 
white Euro pean immi grants as guided by an under ly ing yet 
not openly expressed rac ist and eugen i cist think ing. At the 
basis of mod ern migra tion laws in the U.S. and in Europe, 
Banerjee identifies the cat e gory of use ful ness being ap-
plied to aspir ing immi grants. This mod ern form of eugen i cist 
think ing con tin ues to dis tin guish between wor thy and worth-
less peo ple while simul ta neously using rac ist categories to 
iden tify those who are deemed of use for the future nation 
and those who pre sum ably are not.

Adam Seipp pro vided an insight into the inter sec tion of rac-
ism and state sov er eignty in post war Germany. In this regard, 
Seipp stud ies the sta tion ing of Afri can-Amer i can G.I.s in Ger-
many in the 1940s and 1950s. As part of the Allied mil i tary 
forces, they enjoyed more free doms in Germany than they 
did in the U.S. South. At the same time, they also expe ri enced 
rac ism in Germany. Thus, Amer i can and Ger man con cepts of 
race and rac ism interacted, cre at ing what Seipp calls a “toxic 
stew of rac ism.” In addi tion, Seipp exam ines the power rela-
tion ship between Germany and the U.S. Elaborating on two 
dis putes over the sta tion ing of Afri can-Amer i can sol diers in 
Germany in the 1950s, Seipp shows that the abil ity of a state 
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to insti tu tion ally act out rac ism (by declar ing who can stay in 
the state’s ter ri tory) depends on a state’s sov er eignty.

Similar to Seipp, Arvid Schoers shared his find ings on a spe-
cific group of G.I.s. Approximately 30,000 Ger man-speak ing 
Jews were forced to leave Germany or Austria in the 1930s 
and returned to Germany in the 1940s as sol diers of the Allied 
forces. What Schoers calls a “remark able tran si tion” can be 
observed in their chang ing roles from vic tims of per se cu tion 
to actors in power posi tions. At the same time, they also expe-
ri enced antisemitism in the U.S. and were sub ject to sus pi cion 
because of their Ger man ori gins. Despite this ambiv a lence, 
Schoers points out that the con tem po rary U.S. was always 
per ceived as a safe haven for Ger man and Austrian Jews.

Building on her PhD the sis on inti mate his to ries of Afri can-
Amer i cans and Ger mans since 1945, his to rian Nadja Klop-
progge elab o rated on the cases of six Afri can-Amer i can sol-
diers who applied for asy lum in the GDR in order to set tle 
down and marry their white West Ger man girl friends. Klop-
progge showed how in these cases, migra tion was moti vated 
by the desire of domes tic ity, which was con sid ered a sign of 
inte gra tion, but remained pre car i ous due to rac ist notions 
of a pre sumed white Ger man and a black Afri can-Amer i can 
nation hood. Their asy lum claims were reformulated by Stasi 
offi cials in order to turn the for mer G.I.s into social ist fight-
ers even tu ally ready to relo cate “home” (the U.S.) in order to 
advance the cause of social ism and simul ta neously elim i nate 
rac ism. Nevertheless, all  six of these Afri can-Amer i can G.I.s 
man aged to stay in Germany for the rest of their lives.

Anna Holian opened day two by presenting her research 
pro ject on dis courses surrounding antisemitism in post war 
 Germany. Eastern Euro pean Jews arriv ing in West Germa-
ny were asso ci ated with smug gling and the shadow econ-
omy. Jew ish for eign ers were seen as a dan ger to the Ger man 
 econ omy because they were believed to be evad ing taxes. 
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 Ger man author i ties acted aggres sively against Jew ish busi-
nesses with searches, depor ta tions, fines and raids. This cre-
ated an increas ingly hos tile envi ron ment, which had a mas sive 
impact on the lives of Jews liv ing in post war Germany.

As sec ond speaker of the day, anthro pol o gist Ismael Gar-
cia-Colón elab o rated on the inter sec tion between labor 
migra tion, rac ism and colo nial ism based on his lat est pub-
li ca tion on Puerto Rican farm labor migra tion to the United 
States. Garcia-Colón explained the dif fi cult sta tus Puer-
to Ricans occupy within the U.S. cit i zen ship sys tem. Due to 
Puerto Rico’s colo nial sta tus, Puerto Rican labor migrants are 
seen as racialized oth ers within the U.S. However, they are 
also non-deport able U.S. cit i zens. Treated rather sim i lar to 
migrant work ers, their non-deportability is con ceived as an 
obsta cle by white U.S. farm own ers. Therefore, the intro duc-
tion of an increas ing cor pus of laws dis crim i nat ing against 
Puerto Rican farm work ers can be observed, favor ing labor 
migra tion of deport able migrant groups.

Lauren Stokes presented the core the sis of her first book. 
She exam ined social sci ence research on guest work ers in the 
1960s and 1970s. While com par ing Germany and the U.S., 
the schol ars she discussed drew anal o gies from the sit u a tion 
of guest work ers in Germany to that of Afri can-Amer i cans 
and Puerto Ricans in the U.S. Thus, these schol ars cat e go-
rized Afri can Amer i cans and Puerto Ricans (both U.S. cit i-
zens) as racialized for eign ers. Stokes empha sized that this 
racialization pro cess as well as the con cept of race is nev-
er men tioned in the Ger man social sci ence of the time since 
race as a term was delegitimized.

Historian Madhu spoke on the crim i nal jus tice sys tem as a 
tool his tor i cally and cur rently used by the U.S. gov ern ment 
to enforce depor ta tion and there fore man age migra tion. In 
two exam ples, Madhu showed how migra tion law and crim-
i nal law have his tor i cally been connected in order to jus tify 
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the depor ta tion of migrants long before the Patriot Act fol-
low ing 9/11. The sys tem atic crim i nal i za tion as witnessed to-
day can be traced back to the treat ment of migrant work ers 
from China in the late nineteenth cen tury as well as Mex i can 
migrants in the 1920s. What con nects these pol i cies seems to 
be the rac ist ascrip tion of crim i nal acts to migrant groups as 
well as the cre a tion of laws spe cif i cally targeting migrants.

Radicalization pre ven tion and the con ven tional secu rity stud-
ies are the object of inves ti ga tion of Katharina Leimbach. 
She explained how the focus of Ger man secu rity author i-
ties lies on pre vent ing jihadism while neglecting right-wing 
extrem ism. Through inter views with pre ven tion experts, she 
shows that the Ger man extrem ism pre ven tion sys tem per-
ceives jihadism as a prob lem by con ceived “oth ers.” For many 
experts, the divid ing line between Islam, Mus lims and jihad-
ism becomes blurred. In the fight against ter ror ism, they 
rein force rac ism by per ceiv ing a large pop u la tion group as a 
poten tial risk while right-wing extrem ism, a phe nom e non of 
main stream soci ety, is downplayed.

In her talk, Lili Rebstock focused on the nexus of migra tion and 
rac ism in the GDR, par tic u larly tak ing into account the expe-
ri ences of con tract work ers in the 1980s. In addi tion to the 
rac ist vio lence many con tract work ers faced, Rebstock close-
ly explored insti tu tion al ized forms of rac ism against con tract 
work ers, espe cially concerning their hous ing, work ing and liv-
ing con di tions. She identifies the state prac tice of depor ta tion 
in case of preg nancy as an insti tu tional rac ist and sexist prac-
tice which denied basic human rights to the work ers, reduc ing 
them to the use of their labor only. In another case, she out-
lines the colo nial resem blance of many Mozambican work ers’ 
expe ri ences, whose wages were par tially or entirely used to 
pay the debt of the Mozambican state to the GDR. Addition-
ally, Rebstock sees the GDR’s offi cial anti-rac ist self-image as 
an obsta cle to effi ciently addressing rac ist prac tices on the 
per sonal as well as on the state level.
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In the con fer ence’s final pre sen ta tion, Rudolf Leiprecht and Hel-
ma Lutz urged Ger man schol ars to apply an inter sec tional use 
of the term rac ism. Because the term race was avoided after the 
Shoah, Leiprecht and Lutz clar i fied, “cul ture” was brought in as 
a ter mi no log i cal hid ing place. While acknowl edg ing the dif er
ences between antisemitism, colo nial rac ism, and anti-Mus lim 
rac ism, they also argued for rec og niz ing the com mon al ity that 
lies in the con struc tion of the “other.”

At the end of both days, all  par tic i pants were invited to en-
ter into an open dis cus sion. A cen tral topic was the diver gent 
under stand ing of race and rac ism in the U.S. and Germany. 
This is largely due to the dif fer ent his tor i cal devel op ment 
and cur rent use of the terms in both countries. Especially in 
the white Ger man pub lic, the term race is still closely relat-
ed to antisemitism and the Nazi regime. Therefore, rac ism 
is often times believed to have disappeared after the defeat 
of National Socialism. However, some par tic i pants argued in 
favor of using race as an ana lyt i cal cat e gory in Ger man aca-
de mia and fos ter ing the anal y sis of sys temic dimen sions of 
rac ism in Germany. Regarding the rela tion between rac ism 
and migra tion, par tic i pants argued that the cat e go ri za tion 
as migrant in both countries is still largely influ enced by rac ist 
think ing. Therefore, research ers are asked to reflect on how 
they apply the term “migrant” in their work. Furthermore, it 
was noted that with the global move ment of migrants knowl-
edge about rac ism trav els as well. This is largely enhanced 
by the rise of dig i ti za tion, which allows the global shar ing of 
anti-rac ist knowl edge and prac tices as well as rac ist ideas 
and prac tices. Finally, par tic i pants iden ti fied anti-rac ism as 
a sep a rate research field. They agreed on the need to fur-
ther include the categories of class, power sta tus, and gen-
der into the anal y sis of both rac ism as well as anti-rac ism.

Tanja Gäbelein and Joseph Wilson  
(Technical University Berlin)


