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Studies

Seminar held at the Pacific Office of the German Historical 
Institute Washington (GHI) at the University of California, 
Berkeley, July 7–10, 2025. Co-organized by the University of 
Tübingen, the GHI, and the American Historical Association 
(AHA). Conveners: Jan C. Jansen (University of Tübingen), 
Dane Kennedy (George Washington University), and Sim-
one Lässig (GHI). Participants: Saeed Ahmad (O.P. Jindal 
Global University), Viola Alianov-Rautenberg (GHI Washing-
ton, Pacific Office), Erzsébet Árvay (Corvinus University of 
Budapest), Olof Blomqvist (Gothenburg University), Mohana 
Chatterjee (Diamond Harbour Women’s University), Lena 
Christoph (University of Vienna), Delphine Diaz (University 
of Reims), Kelly Eleutério Machado Oliveira (Instituto Federal 
de Brasília IFB), Ilana Feldman (George Washington Univer-
sity), Donovan Fifield (University of Tübingen), Peter Gatrell 
(University of Manchester), Anie George (Central University 
of Kerala, Kasaragod), Jannik Keindorf (University of Tübin-
gen), Jaehyung Kim (University of Hawai’i at Mānoa), Thea 
Kruse (Europa-Universität Flensburg / University of Osna-
brück), Susanne Lachenicht (University of Bayreuth), Isabel 
Richter (GHI Washington, Pacific Office), A. Sophie Rose 
(University of Tübingen), Konstantin Schischka (University 
of Vienna), Esteban Octavio Scuzarello (European University 
Institute), Lediona Shahollari (University of Michigan), Dan-
iele Valisena (GHI Washington, Pacific Office).

The International Seminar in Historical Refugee Studies 
brings together early-career scholars from different countries 
working in the field of refugee history from diverse perspec
tives. The fifth installment of this seminar, held in July 2025, 
gave rise to fruitful conversations about similarities and dif
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ferences, and about continuities and long-term transforma
tions in the reception policies and strategies employed by a 
variety of people on the move. Following words of welcome 
from conveners Jan C. Jansen, Dane Kennedy, and Simone 
Lässig, the first session highlighted questions of imperial 
belonging and reception policies in two eighteenth-century 
refugee situations. Olof Blomqvist discussed how the arrival 
of tens of thousands of refugees from the Great Northern 
War (1700–1721) in Swedish coastal towns brought up thorny 
issues of belonging. Based on the case of the coastal town 
of Härnösand, Blomqvist showed how local institutions and 
refugees wrestled with the incomers’ ambiguous status of 
Swedish subjects and local strangers. In his case study on 
the role of Kingston, Jamaica, as a hub of refugees during 
the Age of Revolutions in the decades around 1800, Jannik 
Keindorf argued that Kingston’s rapid urban development 
during this period was considerably shaped by the arrival 
and the management of refugees coming from the Ameri
can, the Haitian, and the Spanish American revolutions. In 
his comment, Donovan Fifield pointed to the various levels of 
belonging, which are articulated in the two case studies, and 
to the lessons that can be drawn from them about the nature 
of early modern statehood.

Session two homed in on two settings of displacement after 
the Second World War. Harnessing the possibilities of digital 
humanities for the study of Displaced Persons (DPs) in post
war Austria, Konstantin Schischka presented his model of a 
“migration fingerprint” that clusters specific patterns of pro-
tracted situations of postwar displacement. In his paper, he 
highlighted two such clusters, the first made of multi-phased 
trajectories of repeated and often fragmented displacement, 
the other characterized by low mobility intensity and limited 
spatial diversity, often due to ambiguous legal status or a 
lack of legal recognition as DPs. Jaehyung Kim discussed the 
ambiguous status of Koreans in Manchuria after the 1945 
breakdown of Japanese rule as both victims and agents of 
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Japanese colonization efforts. While a considerable num
ber of the Korean community chose to stay in Manchuria 
after the takeover by the People’s Republic of China, others 
eventually repatriated to North Korea, largely through fam
ily networks. In their comments, Erzsébet Árvay and Lena 
Christoph emphasized the complementarity of the source 
material used in the two papers (bureaucratic documents, 
on the one hand, private correspondence, on the other) and 
the liminality of the categories at the center of analysis (DP 
and “returnees”).

The first day of the seminar ended with a keynote lecture 
by Sophie Rose and Jan Jansen, in which they introduced 
the ERC project Atlantic Exiles: Refugees and Revolution in 
the Atlantic World, 1770s-1820s, hosted at the University of 
Tübingen. The project homes in on the Age of Revolutions as 
a period of mass migration and displacement, tracing how 
new notions of citizenship and sovereignty went hand in hand 
with the emergence of political refuge across the Atlantic. 
It does so based on a series of case studies from the Carib
bean, one of the major transit regions of refugees during this 
period, that center on interactions between refugees and host 
societies. Rose and Jansen highlighted two aspects that cut 
across these case studies and which resonated with discus
sions at the seminar. First, the project group’s findings point 
to a close relationship between refuge and security politics. 
Across the Caribbean, the mass arrival of refugees triggered 
the unleashing of executive power in the form of alien laws. 
These laws often survived the emergency situations they were 
conceived for and came to target a broader community. Sec-
ond, those who were recognized and supported by local gov
ernments as “refugees” were predominantly those opposed 
to anticolonial rebellion and slave insurrection. They came to 
strongly shape inter-state policies in the Caribbean, making 
it a trans-imperial theatre of counterrevolutionary exile pol
itics. This points to a more complex understanding of exile 
and refuge beyond the liberal sphere.
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In session three, Esteban Octavio Scuzarello and Anie George 
focused on the self-fashioning of two groups under the radar 
of the postwar international refugee regime in the 1970s 
and 1980s. In his paper, Scuzarello explored the strategies 
of “legal navigation” employed by LGBTQI+ asylum-seekers 
before sexuality and gender identity became incorporated 
into asylum frameworks (under the category of “particular 
social group”) in the 1990s and early 2000s. Based on three 
case studies, he showed how Latin American asylum-seek
ers successfully mobilized and refashioned the existing legal 
framework to seek asylum in their flight from Latin American 
dictatorships; in one case, “sexual persecution” was officially 
recognized by the French government in 1982, foreshadowing 
later developments. Exploring the grey zone between histo
ry-writing and fictional literature, Anie George discussed 
the recent wave of refugee narratives about South Asians 
who were expelled from Uganda in 1972. The story of their 
resettlement to their distant “homeland” India complicates 
the history of post-independence South Asian refuge, which 
hitherto tends to be overshadowed by the violent history of 
the 1947 Partition. In the discussion, Mohana Chatterjee and 
other participants pointed to the self-reflexivity of literary 
texts in the case of South Asian refugee narratives, to the role 
of public memory, and to the difference between historical 
and present-day classification in the field of LGBTQI+ history.

Lena Christoph and Erzsébet Árvay, in the fourth session, fo
cused on specific exile communities during the Second World 
War and the Cold War that followed. Christoph’s paper dis-
cussed the trajectories of European Jewish refugees in the 
Philippines, from a position of quasi-colonial privilege within 
displacement under U.S. influence between 1938 and 1941, to 
one of considerably more hardship along with the rest of the 
population under Japanese occupation and after the destruc
tion of Manila. Stateless and with little formal institutional 
assistance, this group of refugees would primarily come to 
rely on transnational family networks, Jewish organizations, 
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and U.S.-based support, with many eventually resettling in 
the United States. Árvay’s paper focused on Hungarian emi
grant populations and how the Hungarian state, sometimes 
in coordination with other Eastern Bloc governments, sought 
to control these exiles and their impact on domestic poli
tics as well as Hungarian interests abroad. Labeled “defec
tors” rather than refugees by state propaganda, this group 
was varyingly monitored, pressured to depict their emigrant 
experience in a negative light, encouraged to return, and 
recruited to promote socialist state interests in their host 
countries – strategies which Árvay also found in the case of 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Romania. In the discussion, Jae-
hyung Kim drew parallels to other regions for both papers, 
such as Jewish refugees in Shanghai and the tense collabo
rations between China and Korea with regards to migration 
flows, while Lediona Shahollari reflected on the implications 
of methodological choices in focusing either on the agency 
of nation states or private individuals and organizations, and 
on the refugees’ host country vis-á-vis their region of origin.

In a special session, Homayoon Ghanizada gave a presenta
tion on the work of the Jewish Family and Community Services 
East Bay (JFCS), a local refugee resettlement agency. On the 
basis of a structured, three-month resettlement and place
ment program, the objective of the JFCS is to help refugees 
settle in the U.S. and assist them in finding work and becom
ing self-sufficient. Reflecting on his experience, Ghanizada 
spoke to the difficulty of reconciling the desire to help with 
the legal and political conditions for resettlement on the one 
hand and with limits in funding on the other.

Susanne Lachenicht opened the fruitful intermediate discus
sion with a reflection on terminology, particularly regard
ing the category of “refugee,” which is not only politically, 
legally, and emotionally loaded, but also attached to specific 
entitlements since the 1951 Refugee Convention. This raised 
questions about the usefulness of anachronism considering 
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earlier periods, where the term, along with alternative cat-
egories such as emigré, migrant, or loyalist might carry dif
ferent connotations and implications, and about the role of 
(institutional and state) power in labeling certain people, 
but not others, as refugees. The discussion also touched on 
the role of emotions in refugee history, both as a dimension 
for understanding the complexity of the refugee experience 
and as a (sometimes disavowed) aspect of the practice of 
writing history.

The sixth session explored the intersection of exile and empire. 
Donovan Fifield examined the expulsion of Acadian settlers 
as they became engulfed in imperial conflict between France 
and Great Britain during the Seven Years’ War. Arguing that 
expulsion was a central element of the imperial toolkit, Fifield 
showcased how British colonists in North America deliberately 
took advantage of warfare in order to displace the Acadi
ans and claim the land they had settled on. Kelly Eleutério 
Machado Oliveira focused on the exile of Brazilian students 
from the University of Coimbra who chose to defend the rule 
of Dom Pedro I in Brazil during the 1820s. She analyzed how 
the students’ experience of exile contributed to the creation 
of a Brazilian national identity, which simultaneously stood 
in tension with the persistence of imperial ties. Both papers 
emphasized the complexity of imperial belonging in a legal 
and in an emotional sense. While the layers of national and 
imperial belonging overlapped and clashed for the Brazil-
ian students at Coimbra, the Acadians’ belonging became 
forcefully disambiguated as they were caught between two 
empires. Their perceived belonging to France placed them 
outside the scope of communal belonging in British North 
America.

The seventh and final session zeroed in on practices of refu
gee resettlement in post-imperial contexts. Saeed Ahmad’s 
paper traced the role Partition refugees played in the (re-)
shaping of Delhi’s urban landscape. A central element to this 
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postcolonial development was the occupation of historical 
Muslim spaces and their transformation into Hindu religious 
spaces. Ahmad underlined how within this context, refugees 
became agents of the erasure of spaces. Mohana Chatterjee 
focused on a resettlement scheme of Partition refugees to 
the Dandakaranya region of east-central India. Chatterjee 
analyzed how refugee assistance and rehabilitation inter-
sected with a paradigm of usefulness. The post-Indepen-
dence Indian nation state considered refugees as potential 
settlers and laborers in a thinly populated forest region that 
was widely known in popular mythology as a cursed place. In 
a similar vein, Lediona Shahollari’s paper focused on refugee 
resettlement in Albania after the 1923 Greek-Turkish popula
tion exchange at the end of the Ottoman Empire. Shahollari 
argued that Albanian politics of refugee accommodation 
were developed in tandem with agrarian reforms. Refugees 
were thus perceived as useful assets for land development 
and state consolidation. All three papers pointed to the impe
rial legacies of refugee resettlement and its neo-colonial 
undertones. The discussion focused on the ambivalence of 
accommodation since governments see refugees as both a 
humanitarian challenge and a potential addition to the labor 
force.

The closing discussion reflected on the seminar as the final 
installment of a five-year series, which has by now generated 
a sizeable cohort of alumni working in the field of refugee 
history. A conversation on how to form continuing modes of 
engaging with this community moving forward resulted in an 
initiative for a moderated list as a means for young refugee 
historians to connect and share their ongoing work.

Jan C. Jansen, Jannik Keindorf, and A. Sophie Rose


