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The English writer and critic John Berger regarded the twentieth century 
as ‘the century of departure, of migration, of exodus, of disappearance: 
the century of people helplessly seeing others, who were close to them, 
disappear over the horizon’.1 Berger’s characterisation of ‘helplessness’ 
invites us to consider not only how people were rendered liable to sudden 
and involuntary displacement, but also how those processes were rep-
resented at the time and subsequently. Global conflicts, revolutions and 
civil wars have played a major part in these processes of movement and 
loss, exposing combatants and non-combatants to personal risk. Civilians 
have frequently been the chief actors in the dramas of ‘departure’ and 
‘disappearance’. Massive displacement has not necessarily entailed move-
ment across state borders, although it is only relatively recently that 
policy-makers have taken into account the large numbers of internally 
displaced persons in different parts of the world.2 For their part, histori-
ans have been slow to address these questions.3

What, precisely, brought about the mass displacement of civilians 
in the twentieth century, and to what extent were they rendered ‘help-
less’? The answers to these questions requires us to consider specific 
episodes and contexts. Unquestionably, one of the most fundamental 
moments was the First World War.4 Key sites of displacement extended 
from Belgium to Armenia, taking in France, Italy, Austria-Hungary, East 
Prussia, the Russian Empire, Bulgaria, Greece, Turkey and Serbia. The 
German army’s occupation of Belgium, France, Poland and Lithuania 
prompted the mass flight of civilians, as did Russia’s invasion of East 
Prussia in 1914. Jewish, Ruthenian and Polish civilians in the Habsburg 
Empire fled their homes or were deported by the military to distant 
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locations. Following Italy’s attack on Austria-Hungary in May 1915, the 
Habsburg authorities ordered around 100,000 Slovenian subjects of the 
empire to leave the battle zone on the frontier marked by the Isonzo/Soča 
River; a further deportation took place in May 1916. The Austrian and 
Bulgarian invasion of Serbia brought about a humanitarian catastrophe 
as civilians and the remnants of the Serbian army sought safety elsewhere 
(see Danilo Šarenac’s chapter). The onslaught on Romania in 1916 led 
civilians to seek a place of relative safety in Moldova. Much of this history 
remains unknown or poorly understood. In the UK, for example, public 
knowledge of the war has tended to be informed by images of stalemate 
on the Western Front and the combination of terror and boredom that 
trench warfare induced.5 In eastern Europe and the Balkans, by contrast, 
armies and civilians were regularly on the move, but the tribulations of 
refugees have barely registered in the literature. 

The contributors to this book have adopted a flexible approach to the 
chronology of wartime displacement. Mass flight of civilian refugees did 
not begin in 1914 nor did it come to an end in 1918. In the Balkans in 
particular, the appearance of refugees needs to be set in a broad historical 
context. Nikolai Vukov emphasises that Bulgarians’ experience of dis-
placement stretched back to 1878.6 Greece and Turkey too were already 
in the throes of a refugee crisis before the world war erupted: Uğur Ümit 
Üngör shows that Muslim refugees fled to the relative safety of Anatolia in 
order to escape violent persecution by Bulgarian and other forces during 
the Balkan Wars on 1912–13, and Emilia Salvanou unpicks the complex 
movements of population between Greece, Bulgaria and Turkey before 
1914. Nor did the formal cessation of hostilities in 1918 bring about 
peace. The complex process of repatriation and resettlement affected 
soldiers and civilians alike and rarely took place in stable or peaceful 
circumstances.7 The disintegration of the Russian Empire was followed 
by an extended civil war, which left few parts of Russia untouched, and 
which engulfed the population of the borderlands in the Baltic States, 
Poland, Ukraine, the Caucasus, Central Asia and the Far East. Short-lived 
regimes faced an almost impossible task to address the ongoing refugee 
crisis, which was exacerbated by political instability and uncertainty. The 
end of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of the Turkish Republic did 
not signal an end to demographic and social upheaval in the Balkans and 
in Anatolia.8 

There were, as the American Red Cross official Homer Folks lamented 
in 1920, ‘refugees all over Europe’, adding that ‘for five years it had seemed 
that almost everybody was either going somewhere else or expected to 

MAD0451_GATRELL_v1.indd   2 12/04/2017   15:02



Introduction

v 3 v

do so soon, and, meanwhile, was living in a makeshift fashion’.9 Folks 
calculated that the war displaced nearly seven million refugees in western 
Europe, the Balkans, East Prussia and Armenia, but his estimate omitted 
the number of refugees in Austria-Hungary, Romania and the Russian 
Empire. A more accurate figure is likely to be closer to 14 or even 15 
million.10 The causes and consequences of the refugee crisis and its 
aftermath, and the attempts to understand its significance, constitute the 
subject of this book. 

In the long twentieth century, it is clear that the omnipresent figure of 
the refugee not only testifies to multiple and extended conflicts but also 
directs attention to the emergence of an international refugee regime. 
Following the Second World War, the United Nations agreed upon a 
definition of refugees, to whom certain basic rights were accorded, above 
all the right not to be returned against their will to the country that had 
persecuted them and caused them to flee in the first place. At the same 
time, however, sovereign states retained the power to determine their 
eligibility and therefore to admit them.11 This refugee regime did not 
emerge in an institutional vacuum: there were administrative and legal 
antecedents. During the 1920s the new League of Nations embarked on a 
programme to assist Russian, Armenian and Assyrian refugees who had, 
in the contemporary formulation, ‘lost the protection’ of the state when 
they fled from Soviet Russia and Turkey. Ukrainian diplomats in 1918 
were already proposing an international forum to address the ‘refugee 
problem’ through organised repatriation (see the chapter by Liubov 
Zhvanko and Oleksiy Nestulya).12 The political, social, cultural and eco-
nomic implications of such efforts constitute an important element of 
each of the following chapters.

Berger’s powerful metaphor of ‘horizon’ demands that we attend to 
other questions that are easily overlooked in discussions of violent con-
flict and international legal convention. What did refugees find over the 
horizon? Were their horizons restricted, or did new vistas open up, and 
of what kind? In what ways did they engage with governments as well as 
non-governmental organisations? What capacity did they have to express 
themselves, and what did they say? Historians frequently struggle to gain 
access to refugees’ voices, particularly from the distant past. But there are 
surprises in store, as we shall see. Jewish refugees in the Habsburg Empire 
submitted petitions to officials; French refugees published their own news-
papers, as did Muslim refugees from the Balkans who settled in Anatolia 
and the Armenian refugees who found sanctuary in Aleppo. This material 
yields insights into refugees’ emotional responses to displacement. 
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Although most informed observers anticipated a short war, the First 
World War lasted more than four years. European armies were expected 
to engage in military manoeuvres without substantial costs for civilians. 
This vision quickly evaporated. Civilians no less than military person-
nel experienced war as displacement, as they were caught up in the 
fighting across large swathes of territory on the European mainland, 
but also because the fraught conditions of prolonged war predisposed 
states to engage in the mass deportation of civilians who were believed 
to threaten freedom of military manoeuvre and to undermine the war 
effort more directly through espionage or other subversive activities. 
The Austro-Hungarian authorities targeted ethnic Ruthenian, Bosnian 
Serb, Slovenian and Italian-speaking minorities on the grounds of their 
imputed disloyalty. In 1914, as Ruth Leiserowitz shows, Russia’s military 
commanders deported from occupied East Prussia many of the German 
population who had not already fled westward to the German interior. In 
the following year the Russian High Command launched an offensive on 
Jewish, Polish, Latvian and other subjects of the tsar, including German 
colonists who had been resident in the empire since the time of Catherine 
the Great.13 Armenian men, women and children in the Ottoman Empire 
were deported and then murdered, punished for their purported sympa-
thy for the enemy; survivors sought sanctuary on Russian soil.14

These practices opened up a whole series of troubling issues, including 
the interpretation that contemporaries placed on mass migration. Was 
the mass movement of refugees to be understood as civilians who simply 
tried to save their skins? If so, what did this imply for the physical and 
psychological well-being of refugees who appeared to have lost control 
over their lives? Might a more positive interpretation be placed on their 
actions, such as their wish to contribute to the war effort and avoid being 
made to work for the enemy? Had refugees, in fact, made the greatest 
sacrifice of all? If, on the other hand, displacement derived primarily 
from direct military intervention, what did this suggest about attempts to 
mobilise the ‘nation’, for example by targeting groups that were deemed 
not to belong? These are not prosaic questions. They had potentially pro-
found consequences for the conduct of politics at the local, national and 
international level. 

Closely linked to motives were issues of numbers, government poli-
cies and refugees’ entitlement to assistance. These were fundamentally 
questions about politics. Who counted the number of displaced persons 
and how reliable were these calculations? This was a hotly contested 
topic with implications for central and local government budgets and 
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 responsibilities.15 Did the wartime refugee crisis open up new possi-
bilities for critics of government competence, and if so how might such 
a critique be handled? How far should the central government accept 
responsibility for managing refugee relief, and what powers might be 
devolved on to voluntary agencies? To what extent might overseas com-
munities become involved in assisting distant kin who suffered displace-
ment and persecution? What scope did refugees themselves – particularly 
female refugees – have to manage their predicament, and what form did 
self-help measures take? Should displacement be understood as pure 
misery, or might it rather constitute a kind of opportunity, for example 
to mobilise the displaced in a new ‘national cause’? Finally, what options 
became available as the war ended: how feasible was it to return and, if 
return was not an option, what other kind of provision existed for dis-
placed persons in the aftermath of the war?16

The lexicon of displacement did not come ready made in 1914, but 
had to be assembled during the course of the war. This too was a politi-
cal issue. Italian officials and public opinion deployed a variety of terms 
(profughi, sfollati, rifugiati), none of them politically neutral. Belgian 
and French propaganda portrayed refugees as victims of German bar-
barism, ‘martyred’ in the cause of ‘civilisation’, and these ideas informed 
the work of British relief committees acting on behalf of Belgians who 
reached the UK. French authorities distinguished between civilians who 
were displaced by the enemy invasion, those who had been evacuated 
from the front under official instruction, and foreign refugees. Habsburg 
officials initially drew a distinction between refugees (such as Jews who 
fled the Russian occupation of Galicia in 1914) and ‘internees’ (such 
as Ruthenians) who were believed to threaten the security of the state. 
But, as Martina Hermann indicates, this distinction evaporated quite 
quickly. Contemporary parlance in the Russian Empire distinguished 
‘forced migrants’, who had been compelled to leave their homes by the 
actions of the Russian army, from refugees who were deemed to have 
fled ‘spontaneously’, responding to rumours of impending enemy attack. 
As in Austria-Hungary, these distinctions soon lost their meaning. Some 
displaced people were characterised as skital’tsy (‘wandering folk’), a 
term in widespread popular usage before the war. Other distinctions 
also emerged. A well-informed observer attached to the Russian High 
Command argued that:

those who ‘ran’ [bezhali] were the propertied classes, whereas the masses 
were chased away by force from their farms and hearths, deprived of 
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 everything. Refugees managed to bring along their capital assets, enabling 
them to live a new life [whereas] the forcibly displaced (vygontsy) crawled 
along with half their family, having buried the others along the way; they are 
empty-handed, hungry and sick.17

In each country, refugees had to negotiate a legal-bureaucratic minefield 
as well as social uncertainty and cultural confusion, even in countries 
such as Turkey, which made formal provision for Muslim refugees from 
the Balkan Wars.

The scale and suddenness of population displacement, and the human 
anguish that it entailed, prompted the need to consider the assistance that 
might be offered to refugees who were caught up in the maelstrom. What 
form should this support take and how would it be resourced? There was 
no easy answer to these questions. The refugee studies literature pays 
considerable attention to the formation and operation of the modern 
‘refugee regime’. Elsewhere I have argued for a broad conceptualisation 
of the term.18 What kind of regime operated during the First World War? 
In Russia in the first instance, the arrangements for assisting refugees 
were hastily devised: without any precedent to follow, improvisation 
necessarily characterised the initial phase of war. By the second year of 
war, however, more formal institutional provision began to be devised.19 
Generally speaking, arrangements elsewhere tended to be more ad hoc, 
with a combination of central and local government provision, along 
with non-governmental assistance and private charity, as emerges clearly 
in the case of refugees from East Prussia, where they themselves raised 
funds through mutual aid organisations. In Italy, the government only 
contemplated the formation of a central administration for refugee relief 
in late 1917, but voluntary bodies, including Catholic and socialist organ-
isations, continued to do most of the hard practical work.20 The same is 
true of the Habsburg Empire. Generally speaking, the main variable was 
not the political form of the state – authoritarian and democratic states all 
struggled to cope – but the scale of population displacement in relation 
to available resources. From this point of view, economically backward 
societies were particularly badly hit. 

Whether we trace the contours of the wartime refugee in its early, 
improvised incarnation or its more systematic guise, we need to allow 
for the fact that power did not necessarily flow in one direction, from 
government officials at the centre or the locality down to refugee groups. 
Refugees developed strategies for articulating their own wishes and sense 
of purpose. Rebekah Klein-Pejšová describes how one determined Jewish 
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skilled craftsman petitioned the authorities to allow him and his family 
to remain in Hungary rather than being transferred elsewhere, so that he 
might continue to work for the war effort.

Arrangements for transporting and resettling refugees did not conform 
to a common pattern. Although many were obliged to move in organised 
convoys, other refugees followed their own routes in seeking a place of 
safety. The connections and accumulated knowledge that resulted from 
the long history of migration of Jews between Galicia and Hungary before 
1914 enabled some refugees to make their own arrangements, even if the 
journey itself was arduous in the extreme. In Russia, where it has been 
said that ‘in two short years the movement of refugees and evacuees was 
as considerable as it had been during the migration to Siberia’ in the 
quarter century before the war, officials struggled to organise the move-
ment of refugees. This was partly because of shortages of rolling stock, the 
claims of the army on the rail transport system, and government efforts to 
evacuate industrial assets from the threatened western borderlands of the 
Russian Empire, and partly because provincial governors and municipal 
authorities were keen to offload refugees on to other jurisdictions at the 
earliest opportunity. Contemporary depictions of overcrowded railway 
stations where refugees were frequently a visible presence, as well as 
stories of crime, damage to property, and infectious disease gave hard-
pressed officials the ammunition they needed to claim that they could not 
cope.21 The same happened in Romania and in Hungary, where refugees 
were hurriedly moved on lest they spread disease to soldiers stationed 
nearby. By October 1914 the authorities in Berlin had already closed the 
city to new arrivals from East Prussia.

Incarceration was the exception rather than the norm. To be sure, 
camps were used to hold civilians who were thought to constitute a 
political threat, as in the Habsburg Empire where deportees from the 
Italian borderlands and from Galicia were transported to the interior to 
be kept under close surveillance in camps at Bruck an der Leithe, Wagna, 
Steinklamm, Mittendorf and Gmünd.22 Polish and other refugees spent 
several weeks in Russian-administered camps in Kobrin and other vil-
lages in the tsar’s western borderlands.23 Belgian refugees were sometimes 
despatched to designated camps in Holland and forced to live in squalid 
conditions in camps at Gouda, Nunspeet and elsewhere (see the chapter 
by Michaël Amara).24 Armenian refugees were resettled by the Egyptian 
Red Cross from the Ottoman province of Alexandretta to a refugee camp 
in Port Said, where their movement was closely controlled.25 Around 
100,000 Belgian and other refugees moved in and out of a large refugee 
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camp organised by the Metropolitan Asylum Board in Earl’s Court, 
London.26 Impoverished Jewish, Ukrainian and Polish refugees who fled 
from Russian-occupied Galicia found it difficult to reach Austria but, as 
Klein-Pejšová and Hermann point out, those with means (bemittelt) were 
able to move more freely. 

Relatively impoverished states, such as Russia and Turkey, already 
overwhelmed by the scale of the refugee crisis, shifted much of the 
responsibility for maintaining refugees on to public organisations and 
private charitable bodies, leaving the central government to concen-
trate on funding the direct war effort (see the chapters by Zhvanko and 
Nestulia, Belova, and Üngör). Italy did the same. Local villagers bore the 
burden of hosting refugees, as happened in Italy and with ‘self-settled’ 
refugees in Austrian-occupied Albania. This is a crucial dimension of the 
war: the growth of local and non-governmental organisations, largely at 
the behest of central governments that were overwhelmed by the crisis. 

In the Habsburg Empire refugees were expected to ‘put something 
back’ by working for the war economy as well as supporting themselves, 
whether in camps or in urban centres. Jewish refugees from Galicia, 
exposed to hostility as they arrived in Hungary, reminded people that 
their sons were loyally serving in the Habsburg army. Polish refugees in 
Russia made the same point. Alex Dowdall explains how the French state 
acknowledged the sacrifice incurred by refugees, by offering them the 
same level of financial compensation as the families of soldiers. Italian 
refugees deployed a similar rhetoric.27 The emphasis on refugees’ ‘contri-
bution’ took other forms as well. Julie Thorpe has shown how, a year into 
the war, Austrian officials devised an exhibition of refugee art in which 
pride of place was given to handmade dolls in national costume and 
to model farmhouses, the purpose being to highlight this ‘transaction 
between refugees and the state’ and to advertise refugees’ hard work.28 
The tsarist authorities planned something along the same lines, although 
the February Revolution intervened before the exhibition was ready to 
open, and nothing came of it.29

The chapters in this book provide plenty of evidence of a dynamic 
cultural life among communities of refugees and its broader political and 
social import. Michaël Amara indicates that Belgian refugees formed 
choirs, theatre groups and sports clubs, not merely to pass the time but 
to sustain a sense of connection to their homeland. This is an important 
finding, because it suggests that refugees proved to be more than mere 
vectors of government propaganda about enemy brutality. Elsewhere, 
refugees found themselves living cheek-by-jowl with ethnic communities 
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of long standing, and this posed questions about their sense of national 
identity. In his chapter, Mariusz Korzeniowski points out that refugees 
encountered Polish colonies in Moscow, Petrograd and parts of Siberia, 
where the descendants of Polish rebels were living half a century after the 
great revolt of 1863. Klaus Richter shows that the Lithuanian patriotic 
intelligentsia bemoaned the fact that established groups of exiles had 
become ‘living corpses of the nation’ who needed to rediscover their 
national pride. The political purpose behind these initiatives is not hard 
to detect. As Amara puts it, ‘anxious to prevent the refugee population 
from permanently settling in their host countries, the Belgian authorities 
in exile attached great importance to promoting a strong sense of national 
identity among the refugees’. Education, too, reminded parents of their 
obligation to ensure that children should not ‘assimilate’ into the host 
communities, but rather think of themselves as sustaining a strong affili-
ation with Belgium, something that has been advocated in many other 
contexts over the course of the twentieth century.30 

Issues around identity also emerge in France, Italy and Austria-
Hungary. Dowdall offers a subtle account of the ways in which refugees’ 
associations in unoccupied France preserved a strong sense of the petite 
patrie. Something of the same occurred in Italy where elite refugees 
spoke of the ‘little homeland’ (patria) they had left behind in Friule 
and Veneto, as Marco Mondini and Francesco Frizzera point out.31 In 
Austria-Hungary, impoverished refugees were directed to camps accord-
ing to their nationality. But this was only one aspect of Habsburg practice. 
Julie Thorpe has suggested that ‘traditions, languages and artefacts were 
transported to the empire’s hinterland via the refugees and packaged for 
“national” consumption in the empire’s capital’; in a striking phrase, she 
refers to them as ‘ambassadors’. Displacement allowed the emperor’s sub-
jects to know each other and enabled refugees to become more familiar 
with imperial space. Martina Hermann adds that the authorities in camp 
Gmünd invested in German-language provision for that purpose. Yet 
the project to promote a kind of imperial solidarity around the figure of 
the bereft and miserable refugee (a project in which Austrian journalists 
were enlisted during a series of staged visits to the refugee camps) did not 
always yield the anticipated results: Austrian citizens were quick to vent 
their dislike of ‘dirty’ and ‘uncultivated’ Jewish, Ukrainian and Polish 
newcomers. In seeking to reaffirm imperial solidarities, the Habsburg 
state ‘nationalised those encounters at the same time’.32 These expressions 
of ‘national’ identity did not dissolve other kinds of identity nor did they 
necessarily testify to a unity of purpose. In Budapest, for example, the 
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Jewish elite looked with some distaste upon co-religionists who arrived 
from the shtetls of Galicia. In the Baltic provinces, too, refugee relief 
committees were divided between conservative and clerical elites, on the 
one hand, and more progressive voices on the other that sought to engage 
with plebeian refugees. Class clearly mattered.33

What impact did the presence of large numbers of refugees have on 
local life in the towns and villages in which they settled? Contemporary 
officials feared that the encounter between refugees and non-refugees 
had the potential to generate antagonism, and indeed there are signs of 
this in Austria-Hungary. How might relations between refugees and non-
refugees be managed in order to maintain a degree of stability as well as 
wartime morale, given that (as happened in Kaluga, according to Irina 
Belova) the presence of refugees might encourage defeatist talk? What 
would happen when refugees entered ‘foreign’ space whose residents 
spoke a different language or professed a different faith? How might the 
crisis be managed in such a way as to alleviate local disquiet and preserve 
social order in the localities that refugees reached? Would refugees be 
a drain on local resources, contributing to a sense that the burdens of 
war reached into the far corners of society? Would they be at the mercy 
of local predators who sought to turn a quick profit who might hope to 
exploit refugees for sex work? These questions resonate for the modern 
reader, but they were already being asked by contemporaries for whom 
refugees during the First World War constituted a new and unexpected 
‘problem’. 

It would be simplistic to assume that reserves of sympathy at the outset 
were eventually exhausted, as if there were a well of charity that emptied 
over time. There is plenty of evidence of impatience and intolerance at 
the first sight of refugees but they were also an object of curiosity and 
fascination, as well as a source of information. They brought news from 
the front line. The presence of Belgian and French refugees on French 
soil constituted at least indirect evidence of German ‘barbarism’. Nor did 
antagonism necessarily increase over time. In practice, dire predictions of 
social unrest failed to materialise. In provincial Russia, for example, local 
residents expressed sympathy for the ‘victims of war’ and urged officials 
not to add to the stress of refugees who ‘had already endured a great deal’. 
Partly, this response reflected the fact that refugees – whether Belgians 
in the UK or Lithuanians, Poles and others in Russia – contributed to 
the local economy, either as agricultural labourers or in factories. Partly, 
too, it reflected the strenuous efforts by refugees to manage their own 
affairs without calling extensively upon external support. Furthermore, 
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the presence of refugees and their interaction with non-refugees could 
yield more positive results, for example introducing new ways of working 
to economic backwaters. Refugees might be thought of as Kulturträger 
rather than as a burden or as the object of local greed.34 Ruth Leiserowitz 
indicates that refugees from towns in East Prussia were twinned with 
towns in the German interior that were remote from the front line, in a 
policy clearly designed to elicit both sympathy and a sense of imperial 
solidarity.

We should be careful not to paint too rosy a picture of the relations 
between refugees and locals. For instance, refugees in Kaluga told of 
inflated rents. Attitudes appear to have hardened as civilian suffering 
became widespread. In France, for example, after the first rush to assist 
Belgian refugees, ‘every family confronted loss and encountered grief 
[and] refugees found themselves accused of excessive comfort, idleness 
and grim opportunism’.35 As already implied, relations between Jewish 
refugees and locals were particularly acrimonious, reaching a nadir in 
Hungary where Jews who fled Galicia were portrayed as shirkers and 
profiteers. Muslim refugees from the Balkans who moved to Anatolia 
faced a difficult time at the hands of some local officials and tradesmen. 
Everywhere, female refugees in particular ran the risk of being exploited 
and abused, whether at the point of departure or arrival.

Cultural representation expressed the new social and political land-
scape. The Slovenian artist Fran Tratnik (1881–1957) sketched dramatic 
and heart-rending scenes of refugees fleeing from the Isonzo/Soča 
Valley.36 Newspapers in most belligerent countries favoured the evoca-
tion of women and children suffering in order to elicit donations for 
refugee relief. More broadly, the category of the refugee became part of 
the common currency of public opinion during the First World War. 
Russian observers acknowledged that ‘the word “refugees” signifies a 
numerous body of people, of any age, sex and social status’, and by 1915 
the multiple mainsprings of displacement had been wrapped up in a 
single word, ‘refugeedom’ (bezhenstvo).37 To be labelled as a refugee had 
demeaning consequences, stripping away attributes of social distinction 
to leave oneself exposed to a sense of pure deprivation. A Belgian refugee 
spoke from the heart when he summed up his feelings: ‘One was always 
a refugee – that’s the name one was given, a sort of nickname (sobriquet). 
One was left with nothing, ruined, and that’s how people carried on 
talking about “the refugee”. We weren’t real people any more’.38 It is dif-
ficult to overstate the importance of this kind of amalgamation and occlu-
sion of difference, whether structured around class, gender or ethnicity.
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Yet, if prevailing images tended to homogenise the refugee, creating a 
single category of difference, nationality offered a means of drawing dis-
tinctions between refugees. Refugeedom contributed to the intensifica-
tion of a sense of national identity, not because one ethnic group had been 
singled out – after all, displacement affected more than one nationality – 
but because it created the prospect that the ‘nation’ might be permanently 
displaced, uprooted and scattered. In the Russian Empire, newly minted 
national organisations claimed the refugee for themselves. Refugees had 
been forced to abandon their homeland, but this did not deprive their 
lives of purpose. They had a responsibility to the nation, which in turn 
would not shirk its responsibilities to the refugee. Refugees belonged 
somewhere after all.39 A similar process occurred in other theatres of war. 
Tormented yet valiant Belgian refugees came to stand for the country as 
a whole and could trade on their valorisation. Refugees from East Prussia 
embodied the sacrifice of German people as a whole (see the chapter 
by Leiserowitz). Italian subjects of the Habsburg Empire, deported and 
placed in internment camps, became a ready-made audience for patriotic 
Italians attempting to disseminate nationalist propaganda, as Mondini 
and Frizzera suggest in their chapter. They usefully deploy the concept 
of an ‘Italian linguistic space’ in lieu of misleading territorial divisions 
to characterise common experiences of displacement and incarceration. 
Serbian refugees, as Danilo Šarenac points out, symbolised the travails 
of an entire people waiting for their country’s deliverance from enemy 
occupation. These tropes also helped activate diaspora organisations, 
notably in North America where Polish-American relief committees and 
the American Joint Distribution Committee collected money and helped 
raise the international profile of Polish and Jewish refugees respectively.40

This is not to say that new states necessarily showed much apprecia-
tion of this fact when the war came to an end. Refugees were frequently 
hidden from the officially sanctioned narratives. Post-war governments 
drew a veil over the circumstances of mass displacement, particularly 
if they portrayed the state in an unfavourable light. Mussolini had no 
interest in talking about the mass exodus of Italians following the debacle 
at Caporetto in 1917, preferring instead to associate his regime with the 
glories of ancient Rome (although in private, families certainly did talk 
about their wartime experiences). In Russia the Bolsheviks derived their 
legitimacy from the Russian Revolution and relegated refugees to the 
political margins. Successor states such as Poland, Latvia and Lithuania 
devoted little attention to the history of refugees during the war, being 
more preoccupied with the immediate legacy of ‘wars after the war’ and 
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with forging the new state than with encouraging commemoration of 
the refugee crisis in the First World War; indeed, it appears that only to 
the extent that the relief effort helped the careers of certain politicians 
did the history of wartime displacement get much of a mention. Though 
the experience of refugees might be slotted into a narrative of national 
salvation and deliverance, political leaders trod quite carefully lest they 
simultaneously draw attention to the wartime chaos and encourage 
refugees to claim compensation. Public opinion in Belgium and France 
had little to say about refugees, although popular memories of the crisis 
in 1914 were revived during the crisis of 1940 which afflicted the same 
regions and indeed often affected the same people, and the same is true 
of Germans who hastily fled East Prussia in 1944.41 The new Turkish 
Republic sought a rapprochement with Greece, partly to make a common 
cause against Bolshevism. On the other hand, in Hungary, Armenia 
and Serbia mass displacement – and in Armenia’s case, deliberate mass 
murder – contributed to the cultivation of new states and the diaspora of 
memories of national calamity. (Things were more complicated in respect 
of Hungarian Jewish refugees, however.) A Serbian teacher who taught 
refugee children in France during the war in France asked his pupils 
to write an assignment entitled: ‘My departure from the fatherland and 
arrival in France’. He published the results in 1923, in a book entitled The 
Hopes of the Serbian Golgotha. It comes as no surprise that it was re-issued 
in Serbia eight decades later or to learn that other stories of suffering 
were revived in Belgrade in the late 1980s and 1990s, helping to legitimise 
nationalist claims as communist rule in Yugoslavia collapsed.42 Here the 
refugee crisis during the First World War touched a political nerve long 
after the events had faded from direct memory. But this was the exception 
rather than the rule.

Repatriation rightly occupies an important place in the refugee studies 
literature.43 It might be considered a purely technical or administrative 
matter, but an exclusive focus on logistical and related issues – important 
though these are – misses out many dimensions of refugees’ experience. 
Repatriation raises questions around ‘home’ and ‘homecoming’, includ-
ing relations with those who originally stayed put. The First World War 
and its aftermath demonstrated the difficulties around repatriation.

Certainly, displacement and repatriation might be construed in quite 
positive terms. In Vienna, for example, Habsburg officials hoped that by 
encouraging cultural activity and discouraging idleness among refugees, 
they would prepare the ground for their eventual repatriation. As the 
organisers of the 1915 exhibition put it, ‘the noble cultural mission’ would 
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be complete by the return of refugees to their homes ‘with broadened 
horizons and education, and an increased capacity to work’.44 More pro-
saically, repatriation implied a wish to alleviate the heavy burden on host 
communities. Efforts to return Galician Jewish refugees to their origi-
nal homes continued until 1918, although these efforts did not always 
succeed (see the chapter by Klein-Pejšová).

After the First World War these issues were further complicated not 
only by the reconfiguration of territory and the creation of new states 
but additionally by the raising of the political stakes as a consequence of 
the Bolshevik Revolution. In Russia, the new regime hoped to conscript 
able-bodied refugees into the Red Army, but many of them opted instead 
to make their way home by whatever means they could, until the civil 
war, the Allied intervention and war with Poland made this virtually 
impossible. Officials on all sides deplored such ‘spontaneous’ behaviour.45 
In the newly independent Baltic states, as Richter points out, political 
leaders discriminated against ethnic minorities in the pursuit of a strong 
and homogeneous national identity. This had implications not only for 
Latvians, Lithuanians and Poles, but also for Jews, Germans and Russians.

Returning to one’s original place of residence and securing one’s former 
property was made even more difficult by the devastation wrought by 
the war: homes had been destroyed, and farmland required months of 
backbreaking labour to bring under cultivation. In the dramatic words 
of Homer Folks, ‘hordes of famished refugees [were] returning to the 
bare ruins of non-existent villages’.46 Hitherto thriving industrial centres 
had been laid waste. Plans for economic reconstruction were hastily 
devised and implemented, and programmes to accommodate displaced 
people were incorporated in ideas about modernity. One such indica-
tion was the creation in early 1918 of a refugee colony for 2,000 Italian 
refugees outside Pisa, partly as a means to garner additional publicity 
for the American Red Cross. The refugee ‘colony’ was designed to be a 
showcase of a ‘modern American city’, with the emphasis on light and air 
to promote hygiene. A replica of the Piazza San Marco in Venice would 
add to the general sense of ‘happiness and safety’ provided by gardens, 
a community kitchen, a church and so on. The Armistice in November 
1918 put paid to the programme, because the refugees returned to their 
homes. Nevertheless, it testified to ambitious plans for economic devel-
opment against the backdrop of mass population displacement.47 The 
situation in the Near East was even more complicated. Tens of thousands 
of Armenian and Assyrian refugees gathered in camps in Mesopotamia, 
until they could be ‘repatriated’ to the new socialist republic of Armenia 
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in the early 1920s, where the government welcomed the efforts of the new 
League of Nations to invest in irrigation and other projects.48 

Questions arose about the entitlement of refugees and returnees to 
be treated as citizens by the new state. In Germany, thousands of ethnic 
Germans took advantage of organised ‘repatriation’ to leave Russia or the 
lost lands of West Prussia and Posen for good. The Berliner Volkszeitung 
told its readers that ‘we must not forget those who have been torn from 
their homes and livelihoods by fanatical Poles; they have neither com-
mitted a crime nor bear any other responsibility for their fate, but have 
rather been persecuted only because they are German’. These questions 
were linked to their ideological beliefs, which were tested by border 
guards and other figures of authority. German border authorities were 
expected ‘to carefully sift through and observe all those who seek to enter 
Germany’. The German Red Cross operated temporary quarantine camps 
in order to forestall a public health crisis, and also filtered out those who 
were ethnically Polish and who (if they were adult males) were sent to 
concentration camps.49

The camp at Obeliai on the new Soviet-Lithuanian frontier was another 
notorious example of a concerted attempt to assess the ‘character’ of the 
returning refugee population. Jews were particularly exposed: many of 
those who fled violent onslaughts in Ukraine in 1918 were met with a 
hostile reception when they showed up at the frontier with Poland or 
Romania.50 The cultural and political uncertainties around repatriation 
emerged in the observation of a Lithuanian journalist in 1922:

Among the refugees conversation is conducted in all languages, or to be 
more precise, in a mixture of all languages … Having lived for so long 
in foreign lands, our countrymen intermarried with the Ukrainians; the 
majority are bringing their wives from Ukraine to Lithuania … [and they] 
don’t understand a word of Lithuanian. An entire Lithuanian family speaks 
to itself in Russian.51

We should therefore look beyond the immediate circumstances of war 
and consider the ‘violent peacetime’ that ensued. Again the scale of dis-
placement is striking, especially in the conflict zones of eastern Europe 
and the Caucasus. The end of the First World War did not deliver peace 
to war-weary populations. The dissolution of long-established imperial 
polities created fresh instability as a result of political and ideological 
conflicts, economic uncertainty and inter-ethnic confrontations in the 
successor states of central and eastern Europe. Korzeniowski emphasises 
the degree of upheaval in the Polish-Ukrainian borderlands. In the Baltic 
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lands, as Richter makes clear, there was no return to the status quo ante, 
given the extent of political and social upheaval and the rearrangement 
of territorial borders. In the Balkans, European diplomats sought to bring 
an end to a decade of conflict between Greece and Turkey by engineer-
ing an organised transfer of population. In both countries, as Üngör 
and Salvanou explain in their chapters, the process itself was extremely 
complicated and the results on the ground proved to be profoundly 
unsettling.52 After 1918, refugees from Bulgaria’s ‘lost’ western border-
lands pressed for their ‘recovery’ (see the chapter by Vukov). Hungarian 
refugees, too, were active in irredentist politics.53

Other states, notably France, Belgium and Italy, survived more or 
less intact and provided a greater degree of security to their citizens. 
Serbia formed part of an entirely new polity, the Kingdom of the Serbs 
and Slovenes. Germany and Hungary, as defeated states, were left to 
address an enormous humanitarian crisis when refugees crossed into 
their territory to seek what shelter they could. Many Hungarians lived 
for months or even years as ‘railway dwellers’ (vagonlakók) in carriages in 
the sidings of train stations, where emergency aid from Herbert Hoover’s 
American Relief Administration helped to prevent mass starvation.54 
In Weimar Germany, hundreds of thousands of mostly impoverished 
anti-Bolshevik Russian émigrés and Jewish refugees escaping pogroms 
sought and received – grudgingly, in the case of the Ostjuden – sanctuary 
from the violent civil war.55 Their numbers were swollen by the exodus 
of Armenian and Assyrian refugees. As indicated above, governments 
practised discriminatory policies towards those who did not belong to 
the titular majority, as for example with Jews and other non-Germans in 
post-war Austria, Poland and other successor states, whose leaders regu-
larly described them as unwelcome ‘invaders’.56

Did the First World War establish any kind of precedent or pattern? 
The speed and size of displacement encouraged an emergency response 
that eventually gave way to more formal institutional provision. It would 
be simplistic to suppose that there was a straightforward trajectory that 
led from improvisation to the systematic relief and ‘rehabilitation’ of 
refugees. Rather, the evidence suggests that each successive displace-
ment was construed as a fresh ‘refugee crisis’ that gave rise to improvised 
action. The growth of bureaucratic administration during the war did 
not lessen but rather enhanced the importance of efforts by private or 
semi-official organisations to address the consequences of population 
displacement, in ways that became familiar in other times and in other 
places.57 Likewise, the First World War provided new opportunities for 
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training professional experts who were employed by governments and 
by voluntary agencies. Austrian doctors and epidemiologists regarded 
the refugee camp as a site of experimentation as well as a facility for 
treating the sick. These features, too, became part and parcel of the 
twentieth-century refugee regime.58

Non-governmental organisations, including faith-based groups such 
as the Quakers, who had devoted themselves to the relief of civilians in 
earlier conflicts, and women from various backgrounds who voluntarily 
performed dangerous work on behalf of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals 
operated across the continent, along with well-resourced newcomers, 
such as Near East Relief and the American Red Cross. Their efforts did 
not come to an end in 1918.59 Although relief efforts had an emergency 
character, they mattered in ways that were not always evident at the time. 
Some individuals drew upon their experience of wartime displacement to 
commit themselves to the relief of refugees elsewhere and on other occa-
sions. Aid workers described their wartime activity in terms of ‘romance’ 
and ‘adventure’, in sharp contrast to their perception of refugees as inert 
and traumatised figures lacking in self-control.60 The final word should 
belong to a Russian woman by the name of Vystavkina who wrote in 1915 
in terms that speak powerfully and directly to a modern audience as it 
confronts another ‘refugee crisis’:

Not so long ago, these people lived a full and independent working life. They 
had the right to be just like us, that is, indolent, rude and ungrateful. Now 
they have lost this prerogative; their poverty and helplessness oblige them to 
be meek and grateful, to smile at people they don’t like, to answer each and 
every question without the right to ask questions of their own, to submit 
to the authority of people they don’t respect and have no wish to know, to 
accept disadvantageous terms from those who wish to take advantage of 
their poverty and misfortunes.61

Her empathetic response goes some way towards mitigating the trou-
bling manifestations of war and displacement that figure prominently in 
the contributions that follow.
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