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First Annual International Seminar 
in Historical Refugee Studies

First Annual International Seminar in Historical Refugee 
Studies, held in Essen, Germany, on Octo ber 12-15, 2021, 
co-orga nized by the University of Duisburg-Essen (UDE), the 
Ger man Historical Institute Washington (GHI) and the Na-
tional History Center, Washington DC (NHC), in coop er a tion 
with the Interdisciplinary Center for Integration and Migra-
tion Research (InZentIM), the Institute for Advanced Study in 
the Humanities (KWI), and the Center for Global Cooperation 
Research (KHK/GCR21). Conveners: Jan C. Jansen (Universi-
ty of Duisburg-Essen), Dane Kennedy (George Washington 
University), and Simone Lässig (GHI Washington). Partici-
pants: Victoria Abrahamyan (University of Neuchâtel), Len-
nart Bollinger (Humboldt University, Berlin), David De Boer 
(University of Amsterdam), Delphine Diaz (University of Re-
ims), Mitchell Edwards (Northwestern University, Chicago), 
Edidiong Ekefre (University of the Witwatersrand, Johan-
nesburg), Peter Gatrell (University of Manchester), Dimitra 
Glenti (University of the Aegean, Lesvos), Nicolás González 
Quintero (University of Texas, Austin), Sabine Hanke (Uni-
versity of Duisburg-Essen), Salma Hargal (University of Lyon 
2), Baher Ibrahim (University of Glasgow), Jannik Keindorf 
(uni ver sity of Duisburg-Essen), Sarah Knoll (University of Vi-
enna), Susanne Lachenicht (University of Bayreuth), Olivier 
Lamon (University of Geneva), Fabrice Langrognet (Prince-
ton / University of Oxford), Lynton Lees (Colum bia Universi-
ty), Charlotte Lysa (Oslo University), Thomas Mareite (Uni-
versity of Duisburg-Essen), Megan Maruschke (University of 
Duisburg-Essen), Egemen Özbek (KWI); Anne Schult (New 
York University), Ana Joanna Vergara Sierra (University of 
Minnesota).
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The pur pose of this sem i nar, hosted by the KWI in Essen, was 
to pro vide a his tor i cal per spec tive on the study of ref u gees 
in order to over come the pres ent ist prism through which they 
often tend to be con sid ered. The sem i nar gath ered a group 
of six teen junior schol ars to give his tor i cal depth to the study 
of ref u gee pop u la tions and diverse “ref u gee regimes,” which 
often dif fered from the con tem po rary ref u gee regime born 
out of the Geneva Convention (1951) and its exten sions.

The first ses sion pro posed a reflec tion around epis te mo log i cal 
and con cep tual issues regard ing the notion of “ref u gee”. Fab-
rice Langrognet stressed some of the prob lem atic impli ca tions 
of an uncrit i cal reli ance by schol ars on arti fi cial dis tinc tions 
forged by insti tu tions between “ref u gees” and “migrants.” Lan-
grognet called for a more active dia log between ref u gee his-
tory and migra tion his tory in order to over come the aca demic 
entrench ment of this false dichot omy between the two labels. 
In so doing, Langrognet explored the ten sion inher ent to the 
field of “ref u gee his tory” between a quest to his tor i cize par tic
u lar ref u gee move ments and to shed light on what con sti tutes 
ref u gee expe ri ences beyond indi vid ual cases. Anne Schult 
explored how, dur ing the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth 
cen tu ries, both aca demic and pop u lar dis courses relied on the 
wide spread use of met a phors of waves, tides, and floods to 
refer to the arrival of ref u gee pop u la tions in the United States 
of America. Schult’s con tri bu tion underlined how the sta tis ti-
cal impulse for num ber ing and visu al iz ing ref u gee move ments 
revealed moral pan ics about for eign new com ers as a demo-
graphic and polit i cal threat. Besides, Schult revealed how such 
desire for quan ti fi ca tion underpinned a vision of the “ref u gee” 
as an object of pol icy-mak ing and prob lem-solv ing, giv ing it a 
deceiv ing appear ance of mea sur able objectivity.

The sec ond ses sion addressed Euro pean ref u gee expe ri-
ences, focus ing on human i tar ian aid and asy lum pol i cies. 
David De Boer argued that human i tar ian aid and long-dis-
tance com pas sion existed before the so-called Humanitarian 
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Revolution linked to the Euro pean Enlightenment. Against the 
back drop of reli gious per se cu tions and forced migra tions of 
con fes sional groups in early mod ern Europe (c.1550-1750), 
De Boer showed how human i tar ian aid connected ref u gees 
and non-ref u gees alike, while over com ing strict con fes sional 
and national bound aries. De Boer fur ther argued that an 
inclu sive rhet o ric of relief connecting diverse reli gious groups 
helped forge a sec u lar ized under stand ing of human suf fer-
ing. Olivier Lamon discussed in his paper the ambiv a lence of 
Switzerland’s ref u gee pol i cies dur ing the 1848 Revolutions. 
Lamon stressed inconsistencies and points of diver gence 
between can tons and the Swiss cen tral author i ties about asy-
lum pol i cies, and espe cially focused on the con trol of ref u-
gees’ polit i cal activ i ties. Lamon showed how occa sional group 
expul sion and com mon pol i cies of “intern ment” (relocating 
ref u gees away from bor der areas and set tling them down in 
alien can tons, in terms of lan guage and cul ture) clashed with 
the image of a self-styled land of asy lum.

In his key note lec ture, “Learning by Doing: Reflections on 
Refugee History,” Peter Gatrell ana lyzed the emer gence of 
the con tem po rary ref u gee regime and reflected on some of 
the impli ca tions of its exten sion to the “Global South” from 
the 1960s onwards. Gatrell assessed what state and non-
state insti tu tions deal ing with ref u gees “learned” in the pro-
cess, and what kind of exper tise they gained while expanding 
and inte grat ing this global ref u gee regime. In turn, Gatrell 
also focused on expe ri ences of refugeedom, with a par tic-
u lar empha sis on ref u gees’ strat e gies; their own agency in 
nav i gat ing a ref u gee regime built around the ver i fi ca tion of 
eli gi bil ity cri te ria as well as their capac ity to claim and (re)
forge iden ti ties beyond the mere label of “ref u gees.” Finally, 
Gatrell’s lec ture addressed the institutionalization of ref u gee 
his tory over the last three decades, in par tic u lar the ways 
in which the field built on pre vi ous work by anthro pol o gists, 
human geog ra phers, polit i cal sci en tists, and cul ture stud ies 
schol ars on ref u gees.
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The third ses sion focused on asy lum pol i cies and the set tle-
ment of ref u gees in the Otto man Empire and man date Syria. 
Salma Hargal ana lyzed the sta tus of Algerian ref u gees in the 
Otto man Empire between 1830 and 1914 by explor ing the 
gene al ogy and usage of the term “muhajir / muhācir.” She 
discussed evo lu tions in under stand ings of the term, from des-
ig nat ing reli gious pil grims to a more sec u lar ized fig ure of the 
ref u gee. Hargal thus showed how the Tanzimat reforms of 
the Otto man Empire added an eth nic- and class-based prin-
ci ple to the for merly con fes sion-based orga ni za tion of reset-
tle ment of ref u gees and new sub jects through col o ni za tion. 
Victoria Abrahamyan focused on Arme nian ref u gees in Syria 
dur ing the time of the French man date sys tem (1920-1946). 
Abrahamyan argued that the French man da tory author i ties’ 
eager ness to host and (re)set tle Arme nian ref u gees (viewed 
by these author i ties as Chris tian and pro-French “oth ers”) in 
Syria in turn led the Syrian pop u la tion to form an exclud ing 
Mus lim-Ara bian “self.” The Syrian host soci ety increas ingly 
per ceived that behind such wel com ing asy lum pol i cies lay a 
dan ger to the newly forming Syrian nation.

The fourth ses sion dealt with ref u gees in Afri can his tory. 
Mitchell Edwards presented a paper on pre-colo nial con-
cepts and prac tices in North-Central Uganda (c.1720-
1850), which incor po rated oral his to ries and inter views. 
Edwards raised ques tions about “ref u gee work” with a focus 
on local ideas and prac tices that have become overshad-
owed by other notions of relief over time. Though gaps in 
recov er ing this past remain, Edwards stressed how these 
older notions con tin ued to influ ence local prac tices over-
time and shape responses to asy lum seek ers today. Edid-
iong Ekefre discussed the child-ref u gees evac u ated out of 
Nigerian Biafra dur ing the late 1960s. Ekefre empha sized 
the impor tance of looking at Africa not only as a source 
of ref u gees who flee to Europe but also as the con ti nent 
that hosts the most ref u gees from other Afri can soci e ties, 
and even from Europe dur ing the Second World War. Eke-
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fre high lighted weaknesses in the action of United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees and Western aid agencies 
and the sig nif i cance of Afri can inter na tional ref u gee net-
works as other Afri can countries hosted these ref u gees.

The fifth the matic ses sion focused on ref u gees across Span-
ish America dur ing the Age of Revolutions. Contributions by 
Nicolás González-Quintero and Ana Joanna Vergara Sierra 
explored the social and polit i cal expe ri ences of exiled peo-
ple seek ing ref uge from the wars for inde pen dence rag ing 
across Span ish America in both Span ish and non-Span ish 
Carib bean pos ses sions. González-Quintero high lighted how 
loy al ist ref u gees set tling in Cuba and Puerto Rico sought to 
shape a broad inter pre ta tion of the Span ish nation unit ing 
Americanos and Peninsular Span iards and mobi lized a lan-
guage of impe rial loy alty in order to receive assis tance from 
colo nial author i ties. Vergara Sierra explored how infor mal 
and for mal trad ing net works linking Dutch, Dan ish and 
Swed ish free ports across the Carib bean to pres ent-day 
Colombia and Venezuela turned into escape routes for both 
loy al ist and rev o lu tion ary ref u gees from the early 1810s 
onwards. Vergara Sierra’s con tri bu tion revealed how both 
sides of the con flict polit i cized the expe ri ence of exile, and 
stressed the cru cial role played by these ref u gees in the mil-
i tary and polit i cal devel op ments that defined the wars for 
inde pen dence on the Span ish Main.

The sixth the matic ses sion focused on the con tem po rary 
Med i ter ra nean and Middle East. Dimitra Glenti showed how 
Lesvos, a place syn on y mous with ref u gees since 2015, has 
a long his tory as a site of ref uge – at least since the mas-
sive influx of ref u gees flee ing per se cu tion in 1922, a decade 
after Lesvos was annexed to Greece. Glenti discussed how 
the local recep tion of ref u gees and their inte gra tion took 
place against the back drop of new forms of soci e tal orga-
ni za tion, that is, from impe rial to national frame works, 
with out los ing sight of the local nature of the set tle ments. 
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She fur ther reflected on what the mem ory of hav ing been 
a site for hosting ref u gees means in Lesvos dur ing the cur-
rent “ref u gee cri sis.” Charlotte Lysa explored the governing 
of ref u gees in Saudi Arabia in a longue durée his tor i cal per-
spec tive. To do so, she used a vari ety of writ ten sources as 
well as inter views to under stand the Saudi approach to ref u-
gee pro tec tion and its rela tion ship to labor needs. Lysa fur-
ther discussed his tor i cal leg a cies of asy lum prac tices from 
Islam to ter ri to ri al iz ing empires in the region to nation-
state-based pol i cies. Both papers dem on strated the neces-
sity of longue-durée approaches to under stand ing cur rent 
asy lum pol i cies and prac tices of ref u gee assis tance.

Egemen Özbek presented the work of the Academy in 
Exile, a joint ini tia tive of the Institute for Turk ish Studies at 
the University of Duisburg-Essen, the KWI Essen and the 
Forum Transregionale Studien Berlin. The Academy in Exile 
offers schol ars com ing under threat in their home countries 
because of their aca demic or civic engage ment the oppor-
tu nity to resume their research abroad. Özbek high lighted 
the pos si bil i ties offered by the ini tia tive as well as the strug-
gles it faces, espe cially regard ing the selec tion pro cess of 
the appli cants, in which their sta tus of polit i cal per se cu-
tion needs to be eval u ated, and admin is tra tive chal lenges 
related to the unique ness of the Ger man uni ver sity sys tem.

The pen ul ti mate ses sion focused on the role that insti tu tional 
exper tise played in constructing an admin is tra tive ref u gee 
cat e gory. Baher Ibrahim discussed inter pre ta tions of refu-
geedom in the men tal health pro fes sion after the Second 
World War and high lighted how uprooting, con fi ne ment, 
and trauma became cen tral psy cho path o log i cal themes for 
defin ing a “ref u gee.” The paper showed how this inter pre-
ta tion became the cor ner stone of men tal health pro grams 
dur ing the “ref u gee cri ses” of the 1990s, while social and 
cul tural aspects were not taken into account. Sarah Knoll 
presented a paper on the inter con nec tions of aid orga ni-
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za tions with states. Focusing on UNHCR in Austria dur ing 
the Cold War, Knoll showed how inter na tional aid orga ni-
za tions influ enced the gov ern ment’s asy lum and ref u gee 
pol icy, thereby con trib ut ing to Austria’s self-per cep tion as 
a human i tar ian coun try. However, the paper underlined the 
contested nature of the ref u gee cat e gory as the Austrian 
gov ern ment changed its pol icy and increas ingly sought to 
pre vent ref u gees from enter ing the coun try.

The last ses sion of the sem i nar inves ti gated the rela tion ship 
between ref u gee relief and the man age ment of ref u gees 
for geo po lit i cal or ter ri to rial inter ests. Lynton Lees pre-
sented a paper on how the Brit ish gov ern ment and char i ties 
tried to train and resettle Jew ish ref u gee chil dren as agri-
cul tural work ers in set tler col o nies dur ing the Second World 
War, echo ing older, impe rial approaches to solv ing ref u gee 
cri ses. At the same time, how ever, the rise of new forms of 
indi vid u al ist child wel fare saw the ref u gee chil dren chal-
leng ing these impe rial forms of human i tar ian inter ven tion 
and ref u gee man age ment. Lennart Bollinger showed how 
the mil i ta ri za tion of soci e ties con quered by Afri can mil i tary 
units extended to ref u gee women and chil dren. Bollinger’s 
con tri bu tion exam ined the expe ri ences of ref u gees who 
came under the author ity of the South Afri can Defence 
Force (SADF) dur ing the apart heid era. The unique sit u a
tion in which the mil i tary became a human i tar ian actor of 
sorts saw the for ma tion of a mil i ta rized ref u gee com mu nity 
shaped by gen dered, racialized, ranked, and nation al ized 
rela tion ships.

The dis cus sions resulting from this dynamic con fer ence, 
which spanned world regions and sev eral cen tu ries, raised 
big ques tions. First, the con tri bu tions asked us to reevaluate 
the rela tion ship between the past and the pres ent. Refugee 
move ments are often described in rela tion to short term 
cri ses that require rapid responses. However, the papers 
showed how the past shaped later recep tions of ref u gees 
and how long-term chal lenges lead peo ple to flee; we must 
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there fore reevaluate the rup tures and con ti nu i ties in ref-
u gee his tory to ask to what extent his to ries are use ful for 
think ing through cur rent chal lenges. Second, the papers 
called into ques tion a range of ter mi nol o gies and catego-
ries not only to describe peo ple on the move, such as in the 
dis tinc tion between ref u gees and migrants, but also types 
of soci e tal orga ni za tion (types of empires, states, com mu-
ni ties, cit ies) and the shifting mean ings of bor ders. That is, 
it was also nec es sary to talk about space and the mul ti ple 
geog ra phies of asy lum. This atten tion to categories and 
ter mi nol o gies is vital to mak ing the dis tinc tion between the 
terms used in his tor i cal sources and case stud ies and the 
ana lyt i cal terms used by the his to rian. But the term “ref u-
gee” is very often loaded with moral ques tions. This raised 
the third point about moral imper a tives in the field. Catego-
ries like ref u gee and migrant have fre quently been deployed 
to dif fer en ti ate dis tinct types of mobilities with shifting pos-
i tive and neg a tive con no ta tions. The terms often relate to 
con cerns about class, race, and gen der, too. Many par tic i-
pants felt that one of their impor tant con tri bu tions was to 
human ize their sub jects, many of whom were labeled ref u-
gees in the past but do not fit clearly into sym pa thetic cate-
gories: French plant ers flee ing Saint-Domingue; Hugue nots 
dis crim i nat ing against Irish Cath o lics; Holocaust sur vi vors 
who become set tler col o nists; and the mil i ta ri za tion of some 
ref u gee com mu ni ties. Though the field of ref u gee his tory 
seems to have an ideo log i cal com po nent, when stick ing to 
the com plex ity on the ground in var i ous case stud ies of the 
past, this his tory is per haps less ideo log i cal than we thought, 
even while addressing moral are nas of debates both in the 
past and the pres ent. These reflec tions sparked coop er a-
tion among this year’s par tic i pants and will lead to a fruitful 
con tin u a tion of the Refugee History Seminar with its sec ond 
annual meet ing in Washington DC in 2022.
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