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ABSTRACT 

Representations of Gernfiany's crisis of anti-foreigner violence and ambivalent government 

policies regarding guestworkers misrepresent this crisis and reproduce several myths; that 

Germany has only recently relied on foreign labor, that Germany is an unusually "homogenous" 

nation, has experienced little integration of foreigners, and is not and cannot become an 

"immigration" country. These myths hinge on a widespread "forgetting" of much of German labor 

history. 

This paper outlines this missing history. Features common to past and present 

"guestworker* policies are highlighted. An examination of modern German citizenship and 

naturalization laws suggests that guestworker crises derive from a fundamental contradiction 

between economic and political interests. The current crisis can be viewed as one phase of a 

longer unresolved conflict between economic goals and the definition of the German nation. Such 

a perspective is generally avoided, however, as eariier periods of conflict are erased through 

widespread collective forgetting. 
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Germany's "Immigration" Crisis 

Germany currently is focing an immigration crisis. Violent attacks on foreigners by thugs 

are on the rise; attacks leaped tenfold between 1990 and 1991, averaging finally 200 per month 

(The Economist 2/15/92:21). Journalists report that 'sometimes people have stood by, even 

applauded, while thugs have terrorized asylum-seekers" (The Economist 10/19/91:58). Helmut 

Kohl's government seems to have admitted defeat, announcing that in order to check violence 

against foreigners, thousands would be placed in camiss (Arizona Daily Star 10/11/91:13). 

Accounts construct this crisis in various ways. The term used for individuals subject to 

government and thug attention varies, causing a corresponding shift in how the problem is 

represented. While Germany cun-ently has a population of some 4.5 million "guestworkers" and 

their families (Hailbronner 1989:71), articles may instead refer to the targets of recent wolence as 

"asylum-seekers" or "refugees," implying that current problems are related to recent changes in 

Eastern Europe. An article entitled "Westerners' welcome turns to resentment as refugees keep 

arriving," focuses on attacks on Romanian Gypsies (Arizona Daily Star 11/18/90). Another reports 

"a record 169,785 refugees applied for asylum from January through the end of Septemtser. Many 

of the foreigners are from Eastern Europe" (Ibid 10/11/91:13). More precise journalists point out 

that nearly half of recent asylum-seekers are Ethnic Germans (The Economist 10/19/91), typically 

not subjects of this violence. 

Academic wori<s on European migration are concerned primarily with German 

guestworkers, foreign workers recruited actively by the government from 1955 -1973, first from 

Southern European countries and subsequently Turkey and Yugoslavia. Compared to other 

Economic Community (EC) nations, Germany has the largest non-EC foreign woric force: 45 
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percent of the EC's non-EC foreign workers, or approximately 1,073,000, live in Gennany (Martin 

et al. 1990:598). A political crisis surrounds the status of these guestworkers as they prolong their 

•visit-

Other scholars use an all-inclusive term and construct the targeted 'Other* as simply 

foreigners.' Ulrich Hertsert, a Gemnan labor historian, states: 

The foreign question remains one of the recun'ent unresolved issues on the sociopolitical 
agenda in the FRG and one of the most controversial political problems (1990:1). 

Depending on which terms are used, the problem is conceived as one related to 

Germany's proximity to recently crumbled Eastern European nations, or to problems in 

maintaining a long-term guestworker program, or alternatively is conceived as a more general 

problem regarding Germans and foreigners. We will return to these perspectives. 

Another common perception of Germany's current 'immigration' crisis is that it is related 

to the nation's chaotic immigration policy. Heit̂ ert describes the government's approach to 

foreigners as indecisive, vacillating, and corrflict-ridden (1990:257). Ray Rist, in his book 

Guestwori<ers in Germany: The Prospects for Pluralism, states: 

In the absence of a set of decisions regarding the long-range future of foreign workers 
in the FRG, what has emerged is a set of ad hoc policies and guidelines (Rist 1978:73) 

Esser and Korte, in a chapter on FRG policies, are more harsh: 

There is such a lack of planning in the FRG's immigration policy that it could be 
described by the expression 'non-policy' (Esser and Korte 1985:201). 

How can we understand this crisis? Who are its victims? Could its roots lie in the 

government's inability to come up with a coherent immigration policy? We will tum to works that 

provide a theoretical background for tackling questions related to power, knowledge, and the 

nation-state. 
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The State and Social Identities 

Philip Abrams (1988) warns against re'riying the 'state,* which he describes as really a 

'mask which prevents our seeing political practice as it is' (1988:58). He distinguishes between 

the 'state-system,' the 'nexus of practice and institutional structure centered in govemmenf (Ibid) 

and the 'state-idea,' an ideological construct that appears to become increasingly reified and 

divorced from practice over time Obid). Modem states are triumphs of concealmenr (lbid;77). 

The domination of state subjects and legitimacy of the state are achieved by concealing the real 

history and relations of subjection behind an a-historical mask of legitimating illusion' (Ibid). 

Abrams calls for a move away from reification through historical inquiry (lbid:80). 

Philip Com'gan and Derek Sayer stress that the process of state formation simultaneously 

involves projects of totalization and individualization (1985:5). The classification of individuals and 

groups is of fundamental importance to nation-states. In the process of state formation and in 

the everyday operation of state institutions, social identifies are defined and controlled: 

Fundamental social classifications...are enshrined in law, embedded in institutions, 
routinized in administrative procedures (Com'gan and Sayer 1985:4). 

State formation is also a totalizing project State institutions attempt to create a unified 

whole out of a diverse fraction of the human population, presenting as homogenous what are 

really diverse experiences of d'tfferent groups (Com'gan and Sayer 1985:4). Capitalist society, 

fundamentally unequal, is structured along class, gender, ethnic, and other distinctions, but the 

state-idea often does not allow for the expression of these differences (Ibid). Instead, they may 

be erased through their omission from official histories, or appropriated, altered and co-opted 

(Alonso 1988:44). But this totalizing project is difficult, perhaps more difficult than suggested (e.g. 

by Anderson 1991). Com'gan and Sayer find that making the conscience or the experiences of 

the dominarrt class or ethnic group truly collective 'is always an accomplishment, a struggle 

aganst other ways of seeing' (1985:6). 



Com'gan and Sayer call for a look at the routinized, mundane activities of the institutions 

of the state-system (1985:203). They believe that it is partly here where the political pov/er of the 

ruling group is found, and where it is daily re-established (1985:203). 

The creation and enforcement of immigration and citizenship regulations comprise one 

set of such daily, routinized activities. Not only do immigration and naturalization bureaucrats re-

enforce state power on a daily basis, but the exercise of this power is overtly directed at the 

shaping of the national body, at the control of social identities, and acceptable forms of social 

activity. Immigration and citizenship policies determine the state's relationship to 'Others,' 

providing a cold and forceful definition of who those Others are. Like many other operations of 

the state-system, these regulations are naturalized and mystified, presented as ahistorical and 

unchanging, natural elements of the eternal state. But to be functional, these regulations must 

remain fundamentally blunt, overt, and thus they are vulnerable expressions of the state-idea, 

expressions which may provide a glimpse into the real intentions behind the mask. 

Germany provides a particularly interesting case through which to study immigration and 

citizenship policies. By examining how popular media, and official and academic discourses 

define Germany's current crisis, we may learn if the lack of a coherent policy is related to some 

hidden disunity of Gennnan political power, as Abrams claims is always hidden behind the mask 

of the reified state (1988:79), or if there is instead a real unity and purpose behind the mask of 

a seemingly chaotic situation. 

Let us first turn to typical explanations for Germany's current crisis of anti-foreign 

sentiment and ambiguous immigration policy. These explanations commonly are based on 

several myths, myths so frequently reproduced that they seem to present purposefully 

constructed ideological obstacles hiding a different untold reality and past 
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Myths 

One myth found in popular media and surprisingly often in academic works is that 

Germany is homogeneous. Usually, this homogeneity is not qualified. Surely, there must be 

class and gender differences in Germany, and regional and language variations. While these 

differences are also not noted, the homogeneity referred to is implicitly racial or ethnic. 

Discussing Northern European nations, Rist states: 

Where they were once relatively homogenous and their citizens easily identifiable, they 
have now become heterogeneous and pluralistic (1978:xi, emphasis added). 

In these regions of supposedly visibly homogenous citizens, rising conflict and violence are 

attributed to the introduction of more racially or culturally distinct peoples. 

In an article on immigrant minorities in Germany, Barbara Schmitter states that the 

prolonged presence of ethnically, culturally, and linguistically different groups since World War 

II in 'previously homogenous countries' has resulted in recent anti-foreigner corrflicts (1983:308, 

emphasis added). 

The news media reproduces such notions. An article in the Wall Street Journal entitled 

'Clashing Cultures: Immigrants to Europe from the Third Worid face Racial Animosity,' states: 

'as Third Worid people pour into Europe, the differing cultures collide (8/14/90:A1). A skinhead 

youth is quoted in the article as saying, 'If you mix races in Germany, it never works' (lbid:A9). 

In his review of recent European social science research on migrants and minorities, 

Matthias Herfurth critiques ethnocentric assumptions common to this work (1982). IHe states that 

researchers from some continental European countries are 'not open to raising questions inspired 

by pluralism* (Herfurth 1982:xii), a problem he attributes to the fact* that these countries like the 

FRG had a limited historical experience of social and cultural heterogeneity' (Herfurth 1982:xii). 

Well, yes, periiaps we could say that Germany's historical experience of heterogeneity was 

limited-limited because people constructed as different were exterminated by the National Sodalists. 
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Com'gan and Sayer state that social integration, and the presentation of nation-states as 

homogenous, are projects in constant jeopardy (1985:197). They claim that 'because society is 

not factually a unity, these (other ways of seeing) can never be finally erased' (lbid:6). Perhaps 

the most extreme attempt in history to erase difference, in the guise of eliminating 'corrupting 

elements,' was the National Socialists' agenda towards Jews and Gypsies, and one could argue 

that in the case of Germany, this project of erasure was largely achieved. Contemporary social 

scientists participate in this project by forgetting the history of Gennany's exterminated ethnic 

groups, reproducing the Nazi ideology of Germany's presumed racial puiity, and by ignoring the 

various forms of heterogeneity present there today. 

The second myth commonly stated is that integration is difficult, if not impossible, and 

un '̂r to immigrants. The 'Heidelfcierger Manifesto,' a documerrt published in the early igsos by 

several professors of various universities, argues that the 'mixture' of cultures could be damaging 

to everybody' (Rathzel 1990:38). This paper stated that 'all people should live in their 'own place" 

(Ibid; Castles 1984:205). 

When a proposal for reforming Germany's naturalization policy was suggested which 

would grant citizenship to third-generation immigrants at birth, it was turned down in 1986 as 

unnecessary. It was thought these individuals should undergo the normal (harrowing) route for 

naturalization; it was asked, 'why impose citizenship on (these people), a status they might 

resent?' O^albronner 1989:77). 

The third claim, so often stated that it is rarely challenged, is that Germany is not an 

immigraiion country. This statement is found especially in public discourse, repeated regularly 

by government officials. One scholar notes that Germany's strict nationality law is considered 

'appropriate for a country that, by Inescapable tradition, is not and cannot become a country of 

immigration' (Brubaker 1989:9, emphasis added). Edye states that the government's only 
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consistent statement regarding immigration is that Germany is not a country of immigration 

(1987:13). Even the regulations specifying naturalization guidelines for naturalization officers state 

the following: 

The FRG is not a country of immigration and does not strive to increase the numtser of 
its citizens through naturalization (Brutsaker 1989:111). 

This myth influences terminology. Immigrant residents are not called "immigrants" or 

"minorities," but "guestworkers," a term implying a short visit granted by gracious German hosts. 

Germany has no "immigration" law; it is instead called foreigner's law," AusiSndergesetz (RSthzel 

1990:32). How could Germany have "immigration law* if it is not an immigration country? 

This vision of guestworkers as a unique group, different from other earlier minorities or 

foreigners, has influenced German social science research, Herfurth claims. Separate theoretical 

approaches are used for research on "minorities' and "guestworkers": 

In the FRG, there is a sharp contrast between a deep historical concern for (traditional 
minority groups like Gypsies or Jews) and the ways of dealing with present migrant 
communities (Herfurth 1982:xiii). 

While public and academic discourse suggests that Germany has had little recent 

experience with the integration and assimilation of immigrants, significant exceptions to these 

claims will be highlighted in this paper. 

The final myth encountered is that the most important or only time foreign labor was 

imported to Germany on a large scale was during its post-Worid War II Wirtschaftswunder. 

economic "miracle." It is more difficult to recognize this myth, as it is often reproduced through 

simple and seemingly innocent omission. Works on immigrant workers in Europe commence their 

Gennan chapter in the 1950s with little explanation (see for example Castles 1984; Edye 1987; 

Hammar 1985; Schmitter 1983); the reader assumes that migration before that time was 

quantitatively or qualitatively insignificanL But the prevalence of this amnesia in popular Gennan 

discourse suggests that it is more than a mere reflection of academic oversight Herbert finds 
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that the question of employment of foreign labor in Germany is 'not perceived in public discussion 

as a historical topic; its eariiest perimeter is generally reduced to developments since the 

ig60s...the question of foreigners is treated in a historical and cross-cultural vacuum' (Herbert 

1990:1,3). 

These four myths help construct a strikingly a-historical vision of Germany and 

immigration. A generic version could be presented as follows: 'Germany has a problem today 

with its guestworkers because it is 'homogeneous,' and is simply not prepared or able to handle 

so many foreigners. Integration is clearly economically impossible or simply not feasible for a 

'non-immigration' country. This problem is recent anyhow, and thus it should go aw  ̂soon.' 

But it is rarely recognized that immigrant labor has played a crucial role in the German economy 

since 1871, or that problems of today significantly parallel problems of eariier times. Why and 

how have these eariier experiences been forgotten? 

The State, Social Memory, History, and Forgetting 

To understand a phenomenon of widespread collective erasure or amnesia, we must first 

turn to theory that grapples with collective memory, official histories and the state. Early works 

on collective memory often underemphasized its interrelatedness with official histories. Maurice 

Halbwachs argues in his work The Collective Memory (1950) that individual memories are 

intrinsically connected to, formed in relation to, the memories of a group, but, perhaps due to his 

strong opposition to the positivist conception of history of his time (Wachtel 1990:7), he neglects 

to connect group or collective memory with history. History to Halbwachs is something distant, 

neutral, constructed by outsiders, and sharply contrasted to collective memory, which he finds 

exists as a specifically unwritten current of continuous thought within a group (1950:83-4). 

The Popular Memory Group argues for an expanded idea of historical production that 
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includes 'all the w^s a sense of the past is constructed' (1982:207). The social production of 

memory is a collective process in which all participate, albeit unequally (Ibid). Collective memory 

is created through a combination of public representations (what they also call 'dominant 

memories'), and private memories (Ibid). 

Dominant and private (or subaltern) memories are important Ana Alonso notes their 

centrality to the symbolic constitution of social groups, particularly nations (1988:40). She finds 

that representations of a national past are central to the legitimation project of the modem state. 

Bernard Lewis, holding a similar position, states: 

Those who are in power control to a very large extent the representation of the past and 
seek to make sure that it is presented in such a way as to buttress and legitimize their 
own authority (Lewis 1975:53). 

Modem nation-states strive to establish legitimacy partly through special re-constructions 

of the past, or invented traditions. Many political groups, like nations, "were so unprecedented 

that even historic continuity had to be invented' (Hobsbawm 1983:7). Modem nations usually 

'claim to be the opposite of novel, namely rooted in the remotest antiquity, and the opposite of 

constructed,' in other words, 'so natural as to require no definition other than self-assertion' 

Obid:14). Anderson describes this contradiction as the paradox of the objective modemity of 

nations...versus their subjective antiquity in the eyes of nationalists' (1991:5). 

This problem of inventing traditions is accompanied by the problem of totalization, the 

construction of a unitary national history from multiple group memories (c.f. Halbwachs 1950, 

Corrigan and Sayer 1985, Alonso 1988). Halbwachs noted the violence of totalization early on, 

reporting that the totality of past events can be put together in a single record only by separating 

them from the memory of the groups who preserved them and by severing the bonds that held 

them close to the psychological life of the social milieus where they occun-ed' (Halbwachs 

1950:84). 
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More recently, Alonso states that historical chronologies 'solder a multiplicity of personal, 

local and regional historicities and transform them into a unitary, national time' (1988:40). She 

examines in particular how the memories/histories of subordinated peoples are appropriated or 

rewori<ed to advance the legitimation project of the state (lbid:44). She presents three m '̂or 

techniques of such 'state cannibalism:' naturalization, departicularization, and idealization, and 

adds that an option for unpalatable histories is exclusion (lbid:45). 

The process of exclusion, or of officially-sanctioned forgetting, may be the process most 

difficult to combat or to recognize. The hermeneutics of forgetting (see Alonso 1988) are hard 

to unravel, as one is ̂ ced with only a void, an omission, or what may seem a simple oversight 

But erasure is a powerful strategy. In Milan Kundera's novel The Book of Laughter and 

Forgetting, an individual states. 

The first step in liquidating a people...is to erase its memory. Destroy its books, its 
culture, its history. Then have somebody write new books, manufacture a new culture, 
invent a new history. Before long the nation will begin to forget what it is and what it was. 
The worid around it will forget even faster (1980:159). 

I contend that the process of choosing events to erase or forget is as crucial and as 

strategic a process for individuals, groups, and 'states' as selecting which ones to remember, and 

these processes must occur simultaneously-while selecting memories, those not chosen are 

relegated to erasure, and so on. So while many histories may be invented, 'revised from 

remembered history where feasible and f̂ ricated where not,' (Lewis 1975:12), similarly, 

remembered history may be rejected as false when the desired self-image changes and the 

remembered past no longer supports it (lbid:13). The politics of constructing and reproducing 

national and social memories are intrinsically related to the politics of forgetting, and ail are central 

to the formation of group identities. 

Before we return to our particular case of national amnesia, let us first consider the special 

role history and forgetting play in the legitimacy of the modem German state. 
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Germany and Forgetting 

Germany has a complicated relationship with history. We have discussed the central 

importance of continuity, the need to construct as ancient the paradoxically quite young nation-

state. But in Gennany, we confront a double paradox of a state trying to present itself as bom 

anew from the ashes of the ruined Nazi Reich, while simultaneously claiming legitimacy traced 

back to an earlier collective past 

While previous German governments dabbled in the invention of Gemnan traditions (c.f. 

Mosse 1975), the Nazis were especially conscious of the importance of history. They used the 

notion of continuity in German history as propaganda to legitimize their regime, claiming 

themselves 'spiritual descendants of ancient Teutonic Tribes, Luther...Frederick the Great* and 

others (RdhI ISTOixO. Later Soviet scholars also promoted this idea of German continuity, but 

with a different goal: to demonstrate that the early Prussian Junker capitalist tradition culminated 

in the bart)arous Third Reich (RdhI 1970:xO. In response to the propagandistic nature of these 

two approaches to continuity, post-WWII Western historians avoided presenting similar 

conclusions, and German continuity became a taboo subject Obid). 

The continuity debate was re-opened in German historiography only in the 1960s with the 

publishing of a work by Fritz Fischer, Hamburg University, on Germany's aims during World War 

I, in which he suggested their striking similarity with later aims of the Nazis (RdhI ig70:xi). 

Fischer's work was highly regarded, and 'aroused the greatest storm the German historical world 

has ever seen" (lbid:xii). Since Fischer, many wori<s now stress continuity between eariier periods 

of Gentian history and the rise of the National Socialists (c.f. ROhl 1970; Heriaert 1990; Eley 1986). 

But while Worid War II has been re-connected to eariier periods of German history, 1945 

is a year in limbo, floating unattached to any nation, to any people. According to RSthzel, the 

year of the founding of the Federal Republic has been regarded as a new beginning, a time when 
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the nation was 'retx^m without sin* (R3thzei 1990:44). In order to develop international legitimacy 

and acceptance, the government this time has had to present itself as most decidedly divorced 

from previous ideologies. Continuity with the past has t̂ een blocked. 

This discontinuity influences our understanding of Germany's immigration crisis in several 

ways. The question of foreign workers is treated in a historical vacuum (Herbert 1990:3). The 

widely used term associated with the Nazis, Fremdartaeiter (foreign wori<er) has been replaced 

with Gastarfaeiter (guestworicer) (Ibid). The official dominant ideology now is that there is no trace 

of ̂ scism or racism left in Germany, thus, current strife cannot be considered racism, cannot be 

linked to past conflicts, and is given a new term, AuslSnderfeindlichkeit or 'hostility to foreigners' 

(Rdthzel 1990:45). 

These ideologies of a post-racist Germany, and of German discontinuity in general, are 

implicated in the widespread repression in the German collective memory of the long-temi 

tradition of employing foreign woricers, and of the fact that there has been a 'so-called foreigner 

problem in the latxsr force for more than eighty of the previous hundred years' (Herbert 1990:3). 

It is to this missing tradition that we will now turn. 
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GERMANY'S EARLY EXPERIENCES WITH FOREIGN WORKERS 

Early Phase: 1870s - 1914 

Background 

it is difficult to detennine how early the importation of foreign labor began. Before 

unification of the German Reich in 1871, the topic presents difficulties to researchers. Definitions 

of foreign' varied as there was no national state to define who was German (Hertjert 1990:1). 

The previous political unit, the German Confederation (see Rgure 1, page 22), was an extension 

of the Holy Roman Empire and consisted of multiple semi-autonomous emities, including regions 

populated by large numt}ers of non-German minorities (Czechs of Moravia and Bohemia, Slovenes 

of Camiola, and Italians), while excluding regions with sizeable German populations, particularly 

East Prussia, West Prussia, and Posen. 

In addition, throughout much of the Confederation and later Reich, there was widespread 

emigration throughout the 19th centuiy. Immigration figures were often masked or ignored until 

immigration exceeded emigration in the late 1890s (c.f. Hourwich 1922:180). Finally, early foreign 

laborers often were not considered 'immigrants,' but temporary migrants, and early figures 

probably underestimate numbers of foreign workers dramatically. 

But Polish and Slavic laborfrom the Austrian and Russian empires certainly was employed 

in eastern agricultural regions by tiie 1860s (Wunderiich 1961:23). To understand why labor was 

imported at this time for agricultural work in the east, we must first review some unique 

characteristics of eastern farming economies and long-term emigration pattems nation-wide. 



FIGURE 1: THE GERMAN CONFEDERATION IN 1815* 
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Eastern and Western Agriculture 

Eastern farming economies were markedly different from those west of the Elbe River. 

These differences can be related to irrterconnecting ecological and historical factors. 

Geographic and climatic conditions vary greatly among these regions. Lands east of the 

Elbe are blessed with the poorest conditions: sandy soil, a harsh climate, and long winters. This 

region also was the most sparsely populated, colonized by the Germans in the 12th to 14th 

centuries (Wunderiich 1961:6,11). Here, large estates producing grain for export predominated. 

While western conditions generally can be contrasted with those of the east, differences 

t̂ etween north-western and south-westem areas are notable. The northwest had good grass

lands, suitable for livestock fanning. Larger-sized peasant holdings were preserved in this area 

through a long tradition of undivided inheritance (ibid:12). Southern and southwestern regions 

enjoy the most ̂ vorable climate and richest soils, particularly in river valleys; highest population 

densities and classic f̂ ily-run smallholdings of 5 to 20 ha (see Netting n.d.) predominated in 

this area 

Peasant emancipation occurred unevenly throughout Germany. During the early Middle 

Ages, peasants in all of these regions were dependent on feudal landlords, although some 

diversity in tenure arrangements had developed and could co-exist for centuries as Germany then 

was a patchwori< of over a thousand varying sized entities and interests.̂  By the 16th century 

in southwest Germany, a process of peasant emancipation had tiegun, with peasants' obligations 

to lords slowly being transferred into rental agreements. Peasants were able to sell or bequeath 

inheritable holdings. Inheritance in this region was partible, and holdings eventually became 

' By the 17th century, Germany had become a mosaic of over 1800 political entities, including 
77 major secular principalities, 51 Imperial cities, 45 Imperial villages, and 1475 territories ruled 
by Imperial knights (Passant 1959:1). 
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minutely subdivided. Families turned to cottage industries or employment in neightx}ring 

industries to supplement their incomes (Wunderiich 1961:12-13). 

In the northwest, landlords abolished serfdom as unprofitable when they realized they 

could make a profit marketing products from their lands. Peasants were emancipated and lands 

leased (lbid:5). But laws of single inheritance predominated, land break-up was prevented, and 

large holdings were retained. 

Thus, in southwestern and nortfiwestem Gemrian regions, complete peasant emancipation 

was undenway before the arrival of the French, and further accelerated under Napoleon in the 

early 19th century (Wunderiich 1961:5). 

In the east, peasants initially were free neighbors of nobles, and held lands without 

rendering services. Native Slavs served as serfe on noble's estates (Ibid). But when serfdom was 

being abolished elsewhere in the 16th century, the position of eastern peasants deteriorated. In 

this region of poor soil and climate, low population densities, and few markets, peasants could 

not serve lords as sources of rent as there were not enough nearby markets where they could 

sell their products (Wunderiich 1961:6). The Junker nobles of this region began to confiscate 

lands and enlarge their estates. This process was accelerated during the Thirty Year War as the 

war devastated the peasant population. Junker lords sometimes absorbed whole villages whose 

entire population had perished (Ibid). Peasants remaining in the eastern provinces became 

personalty dependent hereditary vassals. Lords were granted certsun sovereign rights by territorisJ 

rulers, thus becoming police, judicial system and lord simultaneously (Ibid). 

The abolition of Prussian serfdom at the turn of the 19th century only increased the 

economic strength of the Junkers (Gerschenkron 1943:23). The edict of 1807 granted peasarrts 

ownership of their land; however, in return they were required to grant their former lord one third 

to one half of all their possessions, depending on their previous tenure arrangement 
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Emancipated peasants lost fomier rights to estates' common lands (Wunderiich 1961:9). These 

requirements inhibited widespread emancipation Obid). The estate owners nevertheless rebelled 

against this edict, and an 1816 declaration was instituted that further restricted the number of 

peasants who could otitain lands in this way. 

Many peasants could not survive with reduced properties and the loss of common lands, 

and were forced to sell their entire properb'es to the landlords. They became hired landless 

laborers on Junker estates. Estimates of the amount of peasant lands appropriated in the 19tti 

century by eastern estate owners are striking. Between 1818 and 1848 in the provinces of East 

and West Prussia, Brandenburg, Pomerania, and Silesia (see Figure 1, page 22), approximately 

45,000 farmers gained independence in these regions, but 100,000 smallholdings totalling 

approximately 500,000 ha 'disappeared,' 420,000 ha were yielded to landowners as 

compensation for lost services, and 230,000 ha were sold to large estate owners. Thus, close 

to a third of the total agricultural area of these five regions was transferred from peasants to 

estate owners during these thirty years of peasant 'emancipation' (Wunderiich 1961:10). 

Gerschenkron estimates that between 1800 and 1860, 2.5 million acres of peasarrt lands were 

appropriated by the Junker estates (Gerschenkron 1943:23). It was only in 1850 that Prussian 

smallholders received legal release from all sen îces and dues, but by this time most peasant 

lands, especially those in eastern Prussia, were already appropriated by estate owners. 

Competition with overseas grain in the mid and late 1800s led many estate owners to 

move to more labor intensive products like beets or turnip .̂ They reduced their numbers of 

permanent German employees, who were viewed as a liability during economic downturns, and 

the proportion of seasonal workers grew (Weber 1979:192). Soon estates were farmed by migrant 

® From April to November, sugarbeets required three to five times the wori<ers required for 
grain crops Wunderiich 1961:63). 
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Germans from other rural regions (lbid:193). Max Weber reported that some Germans preferred 

migrant work because they no longer would be working for their local estate owners, a ̂ e 

associated with earlier feudal-style domination (Ibid). 

Thus, east of the Elbe, huge estates run like capitalist ventures with paid d  ̂labor 

predominated in the 19th century, and it was first here that foreign workers would become 

indispensable. 

Emigration 

Employment of foreign labor was also related to Gemnan emigration patterns. Mack 

Walker documents German emigration since the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 (1964). 

Notable emigration from the southwest commenced as early as 1816, following the 1815 lifting 

of Napoleonic blockades and importation of cheaper English factory-made goods, the 

demobilization and return of large numbers of soldiers, and what has been called the worst 

agricultural crisis anyone could remember" (Walker 1964:4,7). Poor families shipped themselves 

as bond servants to pay for the passage to the United States (lbid:7), while wealthier families 

emigrated to the Russian empire, particularly to Transcaucasia Obid:9,15). By winter, two percent 

of some Confederation members, like Baden, had left Obid:7). 

A second massive (and largely trans-Atlantic) migration occun'ed from 1830 to 1854. The 

establishment of the Zollverein. the custom's union, resulted in removal of trade barriers and 

improved transportation, changes established to improve economic growth, but which also 

increased competiljon for independent craftspeople with foreign and German factory-made goods 

(lbid:46). Emigrants during this phase were largely from lower to middle classes: smallholders, 

independent village shopkeepers and artisans, and from northwestern and southwestern regions. 

Potato blight and other agricultural crises from 1845-1847 resulted in long-term and 
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widespread îne and unrest tiiroughout Germany (Walker 1964:71-72). The government 

^ored emigration of the poor and unemployed as a means of diminishing the risk of social 

unrest and proletarian revolts (lbid:74). Local administrators decided it was cheaper to send poor 

paupers overseas than to continue supporting them in Germany (lbid:75).̂  Whole villages left 

en masse/ Landowners during this period enlarged their estates tremendously. 

Emigration hit eastern regions for the first time in the 1850s, particularly Pomerania and 

Mecklent}erg. In Mecklenberg, one percent of the population left per year from 1851 to 1854 

(lbid:165-166). Emigrants at this time were primarily from the lowest classes: apprentices, day 

and migrant wori<ers (Schelbert 1985:116). By 1854, so many wori<ers had left that soldiers had 

to help with harvest labor there (Walker 1964:167). 

By the mid-19th century, emigration had become 'a German national phenomena* (Walker 

1964:60), and a big political problem.' Emigration had reached a rate of 250,000 per year 

(lbid:167). A German Agricultural Congress of 1848 established a committee to examine the 

'emigration question.' The committee reported that there was a high percentage of untilled lands, 

an agricultural labor shortage, and recommended that the government try to prevent further 

emigration (lbid:40). But these recommendations were ignored. 

® In 1847, the Wurttemberg town of Schwenniger paid 20,000 guilden to help 224 paupers 
leave for the United States ostensibly to save the 1316 guilden per year required for the operation 
of the town soup kitchen (Walker 1964:75). 

* The Hessen village of Wemings in 1841 had such large debts that they sold all common, 
public and private lands to a local count and left en masse to the United States. A state official 
accompanied the group of 160 villagers to the port to make sure they sailed out (Walker 1964:76-
77). 

' Walker finds that the Revolution of 1848, typically considered a primary cause of large-scale 
emigration, should instead be viewed alongside corrtinuous emigration as resulting from similar 
factors. Emigration was viewed as evidence that something was wrong, forcing 'state and society 
to look for the causes that drove people out, placing political and social problems into sharp 
focus' (1964:131). 
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'Anti-Socialisf laws established in Pnjssia in 1854 and Reich-wide in 1878 are linked by 

Hounvich to emigration peaks of the 1850s and 1870s-1880s (1922:191). From 1871-1885,3.5 

percent of the Reich departed (Walker 1964:181). More than 50 percent of the emigrants from 

the later years of this peak were agricultural laborers from eastern provinces (lbid:184). 

Throughout this period there also was constant internal migration from rural to urban 

areas, and from the thinly populated east to the industrializing west An acute agricultural latxsr 

shortage had developed in the east. 

Polish Agricultural Labor 

Eastern estate owners were already importing Polish labor to counter labor shortages by 

the time of unification in 1871 (see Figure 2, page 29). By 1885, anti-Polish sentiment grew in 

Prussia A newspaper article of March 11,1885 stated: 

A wave of Polish immigration is inundating our Eastern provinces...AII this forces upon us 
the question as to whether it is not in fact necessary...to close the door tightly on any 
further expansion of Polish culture and their national-political conception. (From Leipzioer 
Taaeblatt. published in Die Post. March 11,1885; cited in Heriaert 1990:11). 

The Bismarck-dominated government stopped further Polish immigration and deported all non-

naturalized Poles from east Prussian provinces; some 40,000 were deported (Hertsert 1990:13). 

Increased overseas competition and further intensification led to a greater demand for 

lower priced lat}or. Agricultural interest groups dominated by eastern Junkers campaigned hard 

for an end to the immigration block and pemnission to employ Russian-Polish workers for 

temporary agricultural work (lbid:17). 

In 1890, the government responded to Junker interests and legislated a three-year labor 

importation trial period (lbid:19). Decrees allowed Poles from Russia and Galicia to work in 

eastern Prussia only, fearing Polish infiltration and agitation elsewhere. Their work period was 

limited to April 1 - November 15. A Karenzze'rt (seasonal "closure period") forced workers home 
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annually, and only unmamed workers were allowed, measures designed to prevent settlement 

(Hert)eit 1990:19). While these restrictions represented a compromise between government and 

estate owners, they corresponded nicely with estate owner needs. 

In 1891, these rules were extended to other parts of Prussia, although Poles elsewhere 

were prohibited from working in industry. The three-year trial period was renewed, and the 

number of foreigners in the German Reich increased dramatically. Legally registered workers 

increased from 206,000 in 1871 to 1,259,000 in 1910 (1.8 percent of the total population) (Herbert 

1990:20). 

Government controls on immigration were again established in 1907. Polish workers were 

breaking their contracts due to hon'endous working conditions and fleeing for home. Employers 

had tried various ways to prevent this practice, including retaining portions of their wages or their 

passports until the completion of contracts (Herbert 1990:32), but these measures proved 

unsuccessful, and employers turned to the government for help. Meanwhile, patriotic groups 

were lobbying for a halt in employment of foreigners altogether, and for enforced deportations 

(Herbert 1990:34). 

The govemment responded by establishing new rules aimed at regulating foreign labor 

more effectively. All foreign agricultural and industrial woricers were required to obtain domestic 

permits (ibid:36). Workers could work only where stated on permits, which also included personal 

infomnation like worker origin. The permits institutionalized a worker hierarchy based on class and 

nationality. Only blue collar workers needed to obtain them; white collar and office workers were 

excluded (lbid:37). And only Poles from Russia and Austria-Hungary, 80 percent of foreign 

agricultural labor (Esser and Korte 1985:167), were subject to the compulsory annual Karenzzeit 

Other foreign and German migrant workers could work year-round (Hertsert 1990:37). These 

pennits and the compulsory rotation system for Poles remained in effect until 1918 (lbid:38). 
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By 1914, one out of seven agricultural workers, 433,000, were foreign, and during summer 

months this proportion increased to over 50 percent of all workers in some regions (Wunderiich 

1961:24). 

Working conditions for agricultural workers were horrible. Poles in Germany had few or 

no political resources. They were from Russia- or Austria-Hungary-occupied Poland, and many 

worked in former Polish territories since colonized by Prussia Deportatio.n was a constant threat; 

employers who kept a portion of workers' earnings as a deposit sometimes mistreated or 

physically abused their workers de!it}erately: if workers tried to defend themselves, they were 

easily deported and their deposits retained by employers (Hertsert 1990:38-39). Weber states, 

the control over the Poles is limitless: one nod, and the local administrator-who is also an estate 

owner-sends him back to Poland" (1979:199). 

Polish workers were paid lower wages than Germans for the same jobs at least through 

the turn of the century (Herbert 1990:39)® Employers saved on housing for foreigners, who were 

considered 'satisfied with poor housing barracks* (Wunderiich 1961:23). Lodgings included 

h l̂ofts, stables, and make-shift barracks, often lacking heating devices of any sort (Hert)ert 

1990:41). Living conditions were described by some contemporary German groups as 

'scandalous and unfrt for human beings' (ibid:38). 

This use of Polish labor in eastern agriculture greatly benefitted estate owners. It 

protected them from direct wage competition with industry, as Poles were prohibited from taking 

industrial jobs, and lower wages helped landowners compete with cheap overseas products. The 

seasonal nature of their employment allowed landowners to convert to a new, more labor-intensive 

agricultural system by providing workers only during labor peaks, and gave employers more 

® Figures for workers on one East Prussian estate indicate quite clearly a wage differential: 
for work for which German men received 1 Mark/d  ̂and German women 0.8 Mark/day, Russians 
received 0.3 to 0.4 Mark/day (Wunderiich 1961:24). 
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freedom in rotating out workers when not needed, lowering labor costs during economic 

fluctuations Herbert 1990:44). 

Industrial Labor 

Before the 1890s, govemment restrictions explicitly prohibited the employment of Poles 

in western industries, and while they could woric in East Prussian ̂ ctories, they were still subject 

to annual rotation, a system less suitable for industry. But despite restrictions and the 1908 

permit laws, factory owners began to rely on foreigners at increasing levels by the turn of the 

century. Illegal wortcers were commonly employed (lbid:46), and industry organizations lobbied 

heavily for reduced employment restrictions. In response to govemment attempts to deport illegal 

wori<ers, for example, the Association of German Jute Manufacturers reported in 1898 to Prussian 

commerce ministers that Russians comprised 20 to 30 percent of the total work force, and without 

them, the plants would be forced to shut down (lbid:47). 

By 1907, about half of the Reich's foreign workers worked in industry (Herbert 1990:53). 

They were from the following states, in declining order of numerical significance: Austrian-

Hungarian and Russian empires Oargely Poles and Slavs), Italy, Netheriands, France, Denmark 

and Scandinavia Foreigners were concentrated in mining, construction and brickmaking, 

comprising 4.5 percent of the workforce in industry overall (lbid:22,57); 8 percent of mining; 10 

percent of stone and earth; and 7 percent of construction workers in 1907 (lbid;55). In some 

mines, more than half of all workers were foreigners (lbid:59). 

Foreign construction wori<ers were first brought to Gemiany in the 1890s and comprised 

major portions of latrarforces on railway, subway and canal work gangs (lbid:61). The brick and 

tile industry was notorious for long hours, substandard housing, poor wages, child labor, and a 

high percentage of foreigners, largely Italians (lbid:63). 
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Workers in industry also suffered poor working cx)nditions. They were segregated into 

the most undesirable and poorly paid positions, with extremely limited possibilities for 

advancement (Hertaert 1990:56-60). In the steel and iron industry, more than 2/3 of all foreign 

workers were concentrated in unskilled jobs (lbid:60). Two thirds of foreigners employed in 

mining had unskilled jobs, serving as diggers and haulers, and among Italians and Russians, this 

proportion often exceeded 80 percent (lbid:59). 

Foreigners took the most dangerous jot)S as well. Two thirds of lead-related diseases in 

the district of Oppein in 1911 affected Ruthenian workers, who comprised only 25 percent of the 

labor force there (lbid:61). Syrup noted in 1918: 

There were likewise large numbers of foreigners in zinc and lead mills, which presented 
an especial health hazard. Thus, a fourth of the hygienically questionable jobs in a lead 
mill in Upper Silesia were perfomried by foreigners (Syrup 1918:289, cited in Herbert 
1990:60). 

Foreigners were often required to work long hours, night shifts and Sundays 

(Herbert 1990:48). German construction workers in Cologne went on strike in 1905 in an attempt 

to force Italian co-workers to comply with laws limiting daily work to 9.5 hours a day. Italians there 

worked over 11 hours a day (lbid:62). Other Italian brickmakers wori<ed over 70 hours a week 

(lbid:65). 

Industry advertised this bifurcation of tasks as presenting a major advantage to German 

workers. At a 1908 annual meeting of the Gemian Employer's Federation, a report stated: 

Our working population has gradually risen to a higher level of culture and economic well-
being, so that it may in a certain way appear desirable to hire unassuming, tractable 
foreign workers for the low-skill jobs (in Heriaert 1990:49). 

Syrup reported in 1918: 

Due to the employment of foreigners, it was possible to allow suitable German workers 
to advance in large numtjers to better-paid positions (Syrup 1918:288, cited in Hertaert 
1990:59). 

Industry and government often were at odds, however. While industrial groups produced 
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pro-foreign worker propaganda, government officials often promoted nationalistic interests. Anti-

foreign attitudes and fears of Oberfremdung. over-foreignization, grew in the early 1900s. Racist 

writings like the following appeared frequently in newspapers of this era* 

the inundation of our German lands with foreigners of an inferior character has led in 
those areas particularly affected to a level of general insecurrty...the unbridled coarseness, 
ill-bred depravity, and licentious passion of these emissaries of foreign 
peoples... fflheinisch Westaiische Ze'rtunq. Octot>er 1907, cited in Herbert 1990:28-29). 

Syrup wrote in 1918: 

One needs no further proof of the fact that such an influx of foreign workers...entails 
serious national dangers for the body of the German people (Syrup 1918:295, cited in 
Herbert 1990:47). 

Dangers threatening the moral integrity of the German people were 'associated chiefly 

with the Poles,' according to Hertsert, although southern Europeans like Austrian Croatians were 

also targeted (Herbert 1990:48). Polish-specific legislation helped to perpetuate anti-Polish racist 

stereotypes. As Herbert states: 

their disadvantaged status and legal discrimination were linked in the popular mind with 
their rejection as inferior individuals. Anti-Polish propaganda, coupl̂  with social and 
legal discrimination of Polish agricultural workers, thus acted to aggravate a wide-spread 
anti-Polish prejudice in the populace (1990:45). 

Summary 

By 1914, 1.2 million foreign workers were present in Germany, widely employed in the 

lowest level industrial jot)s (Herbert 1990:93). They kept wages low, were expendable during 

economic slumps, and did not require social benefit payments. Germany's transportation system 

experienced tremendous expansion by the tum of the century; railroads were built largely by 

immigrarrt labor. By 1903, Germany had surpassed Britain in pig iron production (lbid:183). 

Foreign labor is considered by some scholars to have been a primary factor in Germany's rapid 

industrialization during the late 19th century (Hourwich 1922:182). 
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Second Phase: World War I 

Foreign Civilian Labor 

When World War I broke out, foreign workers of draft age from allied countries were sent 

home. But a plan had already existed t̂ efore the outbreak of the wa- regarding workers from 

hostile countries: a March 13, 1914 government report suggested that such foreigners tie 

retained for continued use as a source of labor (Herbert 1990:93). Once the war commenced, 

in a dramatic shift of policy towards Polish-Russian workers, they were immediately granted the 

status of civilian prisoner and prohibited from leaving their employer or place of employment 

(Herbert 1990:93). Italians and Austrians, largely employed in industry, were allowed to leave 

(Ibid). 

Polish-Russians were retained in part because the German agricultural economy was in 

bad shape, and relied on their labor (Wunderiich 1961:28). With one third of the food supply 

saved for troops, risk of civilian starvation was severe (Ibid). A labor shortage increased 

dramatically as nearly 2.7 million men were withdrawn from the latior market to serve in the war 

(Ibid). 

In response to further labor shortages, the prohibition on employing foreign Poles in 

western industries was lifted (Herbert 1990:94). Laws were established restricting movement of 

Poles and they were placed under curfew (lbid:97). As these foreign workers tsecame prisoners 

of the state, they lost any previous political rights, and working conditions declined dramatically. 

They were often offered no wages, or wages too low to sunme on. Military officers sometimes 

retained half of their earnings, and employers often paid them only in vouchers redeemable at the 

end of the war (lbid:97). 

This involuntary conscription of foreign labor was illegal; a possibility to return via neutral 

countries had to be kept open in consideration of international law (lbid:95). Aware of this 
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problem, Germany's Ministries of Interior and Agriculture stated January 14,1915: 

it does not appear to be possible at the moment to take more emphatic governmental 
steps than the previously instituted measures in order to ensure that Russian seasonal 
workers remain on next summer as well at their current jobs... In particular, there is no 
legal basis for forcing them immediately into concluding a contract, as requested in the 
petitions presented (Communication, Prussian Ministry of the Interior and Minister for 
Agriculture, as cited in Herbert 1990:95). 

Government and local officials tried to persuade Poles to sign labor contracts voluntarily 

to avoid scandal. Apparently a wide range of methods of persuasion were practiced. The Saxony 

Chamt)er of Commerce reported January 1915: 

Experience has shown... that an extension of contract went like clockwork in those areas 
of employment where the police proceeded with great severity when wori<ers refused to 
sign the new contract (HertJert 1990:96, from Eisner, Zur Politick. 16). 

The Wehracht Regional Command in Munster noted November 1915: 

unruly Poles who have not been induced to work quietly and t>ehave properly even by 
the otherwise proven means...were to be placed in military protective custody (cited by 
HertDert 1990:96). 

Later, it was ordered that conditions of arrest be made more stringent 'until those under 

arrest promise to be obedient" (Stellvertretendes Generalkommando VII, November 16, 1915, 

StAM 0P4115, cited in Hertaert 1990:96). 

As labor shortages increased, new Poles were "recruited" from occupied Poland: those 

caught crossing the border from Germany instantly lost rights to return home. Approximately 

700,000 Poles were "recruited" and sent to wori< in Germany with this technique (Esser and Korte 

1985:168). The numbers of Poles fleeing their positions rose, and factory owners and local police 

forces reported difficulty in guarding these workers and in maintaining worker productivity. 

Germans administering German-occupied Poland became concerned that coerced labor 

and thinly masked deportations could lead to greater civil unrest there, and argued that working 

conditions for Poles in Germany should improve. In December 1916, restrictions of movement 

for Polish workers in Germany were eased, and in October 1917, all Polish workers were legally 
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eligible for annual vacation time (Hertsert 1990:100-101). But this liberalization of policies towards 

Polish workers was irregularly followed. Only 30,000 of the over 500,000 Polish workers actually 

managed to take advantage of the new vacation policies, for example (lbid:102). 

In its search for labor, Germany also turned to Belgium. Approximately 500,000 Belgians 

were unemployed after Germans confiscated heavy machinery in 1914-1915, and others closed 

factories to avoid producing goods for the enemy (Ibid). Representatives of German industrial 

organizations attempted to recruit Belgians voluntarily, with quite limited success. They began 

to lobby government officials for forced recruitment (lbid:103). At a War Ministry conference in 

September 1916, a chemical plant representative stated: 

Open up Belgium, this enormous pool of human labor. We've brought in thousands of 
workers from Poland but haven't gotten a single one from Belgium...There are 700,000 
unemployed in Belgium, among them a sizable contingent of skilled workers. I already 
said that compulsion must be applied in Belgium, and rationing has to be introduced 
fVSIkerrecht im Weltkrieo lll:382f, cited in Herbert 1990:104). 

On November 26, 1916, a rec.njitment plan went into effect in Belgium. All male 

inhabitants 17 or older were forced to assemble at specified locations. The local commander 

removed those of high social rank and the infirm, and, according to Herljert, those remaining 

were ordered to report voluntarily for work in Germany. Whoever refused to obey this order was 

immediately bundled onto a freight-train standing ready and then shipped by rail to one of the 

intemment camps in Germany" (1990:105). Around 61,000 wori<ers were transfen-ed in this 

manner to Germany in roughly three months, and 17,000 Volunteered* (Ibid). 

In an attempt to otitain more Belgium labor, all factories not producing for the German 

war economy were closed down in March 1917, and 100,000 wori<ers were recruited and sent to 

Germany after this action (lbid:106). 

By 1916 -1917, 395,122 Poles from Russia, 8,118 Poles from Austria-Hungary, 94,135 

Belgians and 10,640 Italians were employed in Germany according to permits registered with the 
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German Labor Agency. Along with non-Poles from Russia and Austria, this total reached 668,621, 

and by 1917-1918, 715,770 (Herbert 1990:107-108). 

Regional administrators and ̂ ctory owners were given a fair amount of leew  ̂during this 

period, and their reports suggest that workers were routinely treated inhumanely. The local 

Dusseldorf authority regularly confiscated I.D.S and documents of Polish-Russian workers to 

ensure that they did not leave, and reported: 

According to experience to date with the Russians, they feel very uncomfortable if they 
are not being watched and under constant supervision...Local police forces have 
repeatedly arrested and locked up...Russians wishing to incite other workers, or who were 
work-shy and unruly, for 24 or 48 hours, keeping them on bread and water. The effect 
of this punitive measure was everywhere the same: the Russians became willing and 
obedient (Dusseldorf Landrat. October 21,1915, cited in Herbert 1990:111). 

A representative of the Krupp fimi stated in 1916: 

Forced labor had to be introduced daily in the case of ten to fifteen woricers. 
Nonetheless, only in a few cases, despite application of the most severe security arrest 
and confinement, was their stubborn vnllfulness eventually broken. In several instances, 
the workers preferred to eat nothing than to resume work (Police report to Moers Landrat. 
as cited in Herbert 1990:114). 

POW Labor 

Further blurring boundaries between civilian and forced labor was the forced labor of 

prisoners of war (POWs) (Herbert 1990:117). Huge numbers of POWs obtained at the outset of 

the war first created the problem of housing, guarding and feeding them. Severe labor shortages 

and initial war defeats led the government in December 1914 to transfer housing, lodging and 

supervising costs to private industries in exchange for their labor. POWs were first used in 

mining, and subsequently agriculture and heavy industry (lbid:90). Jotjs were selected for POWs 

largely by nationality: Russians and Seri3S were sent to agricultural positions, and Italians, French 

and Belgians to industries. POW workers were paid only approximately 25 percent of their gross 

earnings, and often through vouchers redeemable only at POW camps. 
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The number of POWs submiRed to forced labor during the war are astounding. In 1916, 

14 percent of all miners (54,387) were POWs, and in some regions this proportion was as high 

as 30 percent (Herbert 1990:90). Over 1.1 million POWs were employed August 1916 (lbid:91), 

and by October 1918, nearly one million POWs (936,000) were employed in agriculture alone 

(Wunderiich 1961:29). 

Problems with POW labor were similar to those with enforced civilian workers: additional 

manpower was needed to guard them, and there were high numt)ers of escapes and low levels 

of productivity (Herbert 1990:92). But despite such problems, benefits from their labor were 

enormous. After the war, the Reichstag Investigative Subcommittee on International Law noted 

the importance of POW labor to the German war effort: 

It was impossible to imagine any larger-size enterprise, either industrial or agricultural, that 
did not make use of the aid of POWs... Only a future age will t}e able to fully and properly 
evaluate the accomplishments achieved by utilization of POWs as laborers and to 
recognize what an essential contribution their woric made to the maintenance of the war 
economy-despite the disadvantages still associated with conscripted POW labor, such 
as their reluctance due to the prolonged duration of the war, physical unsuitability, the 
exigencies in food production (From VOIkerrecht im Weltkriea 111:319, 328; as cited in 
Herbert 1990:91). 

The future age' that would evaluate these 'accomplishments' would arrive sooner than 

these bureaucrats may have imagined: in 1937, a National Socialist committee tjegan reviewing 

the pros and cons of experiences with conscripted foreign and POW lat>or during Worid War I, 

finding these 'overall as having been quite positive' (Herbert 1990:131). Herisert describes the 

use of forced labor as a 'program of tremendous economic importance', stating that 'experience 

had clearly demonstrated a harsh ̂ ct: forced labor was useful only if implemented in total 

f̂ hion and grand style (Ibid). This was the practice to be carried out during World War II. 



FIGURE 3: GERMANY IN 1919* 

40 

Jliles 
ICO IS0 :so 

D E N M A R K  
=-=^=—^==—• 

Territory lost under Versaillet treaty rr*is^V 
•— frontier of former German territory ^ 

Xiel 
Occupied territory 

—' Frontier of demilitarised zone 

S W E D E N  y Memelland4&* L I T H U A N I A  

ar"-' 
• v' ̂

^EAST 
P R U S S I A ^  

I Special regimes 'Lubtfclc 

Berlin 

Hamburg 
3r«mc«  ̂

'Weimar 
oblenz 

Mainz 

Mslmedy 

U U X E M B U R C  

^Stuttgart 

^untcK 
Vienna 

HWcSf 
rtrvTs ^J^r u 

y/arsaw Posen 

^ L O V A K i 

x's WITZERLAN 

Budapest 

u/ N C A R 

•Source: Carr 1987:261 



41 

Third Phase: Interlude Between the Wars 

The German government quickly repatriated most of the approximately two million 

conscripted foreign workers at the end of the war to open up their jobs for returning German 

soldiers. During this inter-war period, food shortages of 1919-1923 led to a mass exodus from 

the country to the city, and uriDan unemployment became severe (Wunderiich 1961:65; Herbert 

1990:121). 

But agricultural work in the east had been cam'ed out by Poles for the past several 

decades, and agricultural interest groups again lobbied hard for permission to import foreign 

latx}r, claiming that Germans were unsuitable for this sort of work, and would never accept the 

housing typically provided for Polish workers (Hertjert 1990:122). Despite growing and 

widespread unemployment, these powerful interest groups again had their way. A March 1919 

decision led to quite contradictory actions by one government institution: the Reich Office for 

Economic Demobilization, having closed the borderto all foreigners and still repatriating remaining 

Polish war labor, was simultaneously authorizing the employment and immigration of 50,000 new 

Polish wori<ers (Ibid). 

As the economy weakened and agricultural trade unions pushed for limits on foreign 

labor, the government again changed its tack, establishing laws aimed at turning remaining and 

incoming foreign wori<ers into annually rotating migrants. Foreigners of all nationalities were 

forced to observe a seasonal rotation period, reluming home from December 15 to February 15 

(Wunderiich 1961:65). Quotas were established slowly reducing the number of foreign wori<ers 

to 70,000 in 1931 Obid:66). 
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Fourth Phase: World War II 

Germany's experiences with forced foreign labor during the first few years of Worid War 

II display chilling parallels with experiences of Worid War I. This dark period in Germany's history 

of foreign labor exploitation is better known than other periods, and will be summarized briefly, 

although Nazi relationships with foreign workers were complex, constantly in flux, and merit more 

in-depth analysis'̂ . 

Once the National Socialists came to power and the economy was boosted with the 

expansion of armaments industries, increasing numbers of foreigners were brought in (Esser and 

Korte 1985:168). Temporary labor agreements were made with Poland, Italy, and Yugoslavia In 

1933, approximately 100,000 foreigners wori<ed in Germany, and in 1938 their number had 

reached at least 400,000 (Ibid). Labor control was managed by a central agency for labor 

exchange working closely with the police and the Security Service frierbert 1990:129). By 1938, 

it was obvious that voluntary recruitment alone would not provide the country with enough 

wori<ers for an expanded war economy, and the Aliens Control Decree (or Foreigner's Police 

Ordinance  ̂was established, prohibiting all foreigners from leaving Germany, and placing their 

control in the hands of the police (Esser and Korte 1985:168). 

Millions of foreign workers were 'recruited' by the National Socialists in various outrageous 

and unlawful ways once the war commenced. The experiences of Worid War I seem to have 

been closely examined. Instead of attempting an initial guise of legal and voluntary latsor 

recruitment, involuntary recruitment procedures like those conducted towards the end of the first 

war were perfected and practiced immediately on a grand scale during Worid War II. For 

 ̂For more lengthy discussions of the use of foreign labor during Worid War II, see Homze 
(1967) and Wunderiich (1961), listed in this paper's references. 

® The Ausianderpolizeiverordnuna of 1938 is referred to by authors as both the Aliens Control 
Decree and the Foreigner's Police Ordinance. 
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example, Poland-based labor offices were In operation three days after the German army crossed 

into Poland, and over 100,000 civilian Polish workers were sent to Germany within a month of the 

initial invasion (Homze 1967:23). By October 1939, all Poles in occupied Poland between ages 

15 snd 60 were subject to compulsory labor (lbid:29). 

The disciplining of such a massive foreign work force was less problematic during this war 

as the nation had become the most extreme sort of police state. Horrifying wori< conditions are 

noted in many sources, including regular beatings, vermin-infested living quarters, working in wet 

clothing, extremely high incidence of mortality, etc (Herbert 1990:161). Esser and Korte state: 

The threat of internment or confinement in a concentration camp was in the following 
years the most effective means of disciplining the foreigners forced to work in the Reich 
(1985:168-9). 

A strict hierarchy based on 'racial' criteria was established. While the ideological 

framework for such a hierarchy was highly elaborate, the overall classification of foreigners did 

not stray far from the hierarchy practiced (but only partly enforced by law) during Worid War I, 

when Poles and other Eastern Europeans and Russians comprised the lowest rank. Western 

Europeans (Italians, Belgians and French) were next, and Germans were supreme. The Nazi 

hierarchy determined not only the lifespan and f̂ e of foreign workers, but also minute details 

regarding wages, housing conditions, and even food rations. 

Wages provided alien workers, for example, were the result of a struggle between 

conflicting goals: a desire to maximize efficiency and a policy of 'degrading undesirable 

nationalities' (Wunderiich 1961:245). Jews were to be annihilated. Poles were deemed very low 

in the Nazi 'blood' hierarchy, and were paid lowest wages by legal decree, followed by Soviets 

and Croatians (Ibid). 

Discrimination against Poles was elaborate. March 1940 rulings included special labor 

permits for Poles, badges indicating nationality, restriction of movement and strict segregation 
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FIGURE 4: NAZI GERMANY AT ITS ZENITH IN 1942* 
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from Germans (Homze 1967:4(M1). To prevent intenmbdng of Gentian and Polish "blood," 

Gemnan women caught associating with Polish workers were sent to concentration camps and 

the men executed (Herbert 1990:60). 

While nearly 4 million Russian POWs had been captured by 1942, forced employment of 

Russian POWs initially was avoided out of fear that they would spread communist doctrines to 

Gentians (Homze 1967:73). When it was decided that labor shortages were too severe to 

continue ignoring the vast number of potential Russian laborers, only 1.1 million remained: close 

to 3 million had starved to death in POW camps (lbid:81). The thousands of Russians who finally 

were serrt to Germany were so famished, and the rations they were provided so much smaller 

than those assigned to any other nationality, that they died on the job by the hundreds (Herbert 

1990:161). Company owners complained and sometimes provided extra rations illegally to keep 

workers alive enough to maintain production requirements (lbid:160). 

While some authors stress the contradictory nature of Nazi policies towards foreign 

workers during the Second Worid War (c.f. Rhoades 1978:561), a more cynical approach 

suggests that it was during this time that imperialist exploitation of cheap labor was pushed to 

its bleakest but logical extreme (Meillassoux 1981:140). Writing about concentration camps, which 

he stresses were labor camps, Claude Meillassoux states: 

They provided virtually free labor for Thyssen, I.G. Farben, Krupp and other large and still 
respectable industrial corporations. They were supplied with men, women and children 
rounded up throughout colonized Europe, exploited to the point of physical exhaustion, 
then physically liquidated as soon as they could no longer work. German capitalism was 
thus spared the cost of maintaining and taking care of its ill, weak or aged workers 
(Meillassoux 1981:140). 

By 1945, 8 million foreigners were working for the German war effort; 6 million of these 

were coerced civilian workers from occupied regions and 2 million were prisoners of war (Esser 

and Korte 1985:169). Of the 6 million civilian wori<ers, a Gentian labor officer estimated during 

the Nuremberg trials that less than 20,000 had reported voluntarily (Homze 1967:29). 
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Summary of Early Phases 

We have now seriously challenged one of our immigration myths: that Germany's most 

important use of foreign labor occurred only recently. Based on this brief historical ̂ cursion, it 

is clear that since 1871, Gennany's economic growth during peacetime was based heavily on 

foreign labor, and that this labor was essential to the geographic and temporal extent of German 

aggression during wartime. The scale of foreign labor employment is shocking: foreigners 

comprised over half of the labor force in some industries well before 1914. 

Germany in these eariier periods was faced with a contemporary dilemma: how to get 

the most out of these workers while prohibiting long-term settlement? During peacetime, solutions 

to this problem included mandatory short-term work permits, restricted movement, special laws 

circumscribing foreigners' rights, prohibitions on married workers, easy deportations to curb 

worker organization and agitation, and forced rotation of some woricers, all administered by a 

highly organized central labor office, at times in direct coordination with the police. A hierarchy 

based on worker nationality and class was reenforced by requiring permits and rotation of only 

some groups. 

These procedures were elaborated during wartime. During World War I, workers' rights, 

wages and benefits were stripped down to near nonexistence, movement was strictly curtailed, 

and woricers were confined to prison-like camps. Pennits were more specific, and woricers* 

nationality sometimes identified externally. There were few chances of slipping through such a 

tightly-controlled system, and at the end of Worid War I, massive repatriation of these borrowed 

laborers was enforced. 

By Worid War II, National Socialists had studied and learned from the experiences of the 

previous war and quickly set up an efficient system of unequivocally prison or slave labor 

comprised of foreigners and Gennan Jews. This labor was critical to the German war effort, 
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comprising a full quarter of all workers by 1944 (Herbert 1990:153), or 8 million people. Herbert 

states that "without these foreign workers, the war would have been lost for Germany by the 

summer of 1943 by the latest" (1990:153). Foreign labor can thus be viewed as a central element 

of the German economy throughout modem German history. 

Integration 

While this forgotten history challenges the popular misconception that Germany's 

employment of foreign "guestworkers" is a recent phenomenon, our three other myths seem to 

remain unchallenged. To review, these are the myths of Gemian homogeneity: that Genmany is 

not an immigration country; and that integration is a difficult if not impossible process for such 

a nation. Throughout this early 75-year period, Germany seems to have prevented permanent 

integration of its foreign labor force, as workers were used temporarily, eventually rotated out or 

deported. Have any foreign workers settled anytime during this legacy? 

Unfortunately, this question is so rarely asked that the information needed to answer it 

is extremely difficult to uncover. It is as if the ideologies of German homogeneity and 

inexperience with immigration are so widespread and firmly rooted that the kind of thinking 

needed to produce such evidence is absent. I will summarize the little evidence I could uncover. 

It is difficult to determine what percentage, if any, of Gemnany's Worid War I labor 

remained. However, a sut}stantial portion of Polish-Prussian workers, considered Germans by law 

during the late-19th century Reich, settled permanently in the Ruhr mining region of Germany. 

The integration of this "ethnic" group has been considered by some an "American-style" model 

of assimilation (Murphy 1983). These Polish-Prussians were constructed by others as decidedly 

not German, however. Nazi social scientist propaganda denounced their integration into German 

society as polluting German racial integrity (Herbert 1990:82). Many Poles have stayed and 
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apparently assimilated into Gennan society, however. 

Following World War II, Germany's borders were reduced (see Figure 5, page 49), and 

Germany experienced tremendous demographic upheaval, following the death of some 6 million 

Germans during the war (Oriow 1987:268), and the arrival of over 12 million refugees, 

also called 'expellees' or 'displaced persons.' These refugees were comprised of approximately 

5 million Germans from former Gemian territories, several million Ethnic Germans forced out of 

Central and Eastern European countries, 2 million Germans who fled from the Russian zone by 

1946, several hundred thousand non-German collaborationists who fled into Gennany with the 

retreating German armies' (Shils 1946:3), as well as several hundred thousand children of various 

nationalities, roughly 100,000 whose parents were killed in concentration camps, and another 

100,000 who were brought to Germany and placed with German families during the war (!bid:3-4). 

It is difficult to detennine what percentage of these refugees would be defined by German 

law as foreign,' and how many of the 8 million foreign workers remained following the war, but 

Esser and Korte state that a main post-war problem was the treatment of former forced labor who 

did not return home" (1985:169). Edward Shils estimated in 1946 that neariy one million Eastern 

Europeans (mainly Polish, Ukrainian, and Yugoslavian foreign wori<ers) refused repatriation 

(1946:15), and he predicted that 'many of them will ultimately melt away into the German 

population' (Shils 1946:15). 

This prediction most probably was realized: liberal Allied forces-inspired policies following 

the war required recognition of all expellees as citizens, regardless of former nationality (Wallich 

1955:278), and in 1951, the Act on the Legal Status of Homeless Foreigners gave legal equality 

to those who had sen/ed as forced labor and who chose to remain in Germany (Esser and Korte 

1985:169). 

Thus, following World War II, at least one million foreign workers (largely Poles, Ukrainians 
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and Yugoslavians, according to Shils 1946), several million foreigners'who presented themselves 

as 'Ethnic Germans,' as well as 200,000 children of unknown nationality were granted citizenship 

status and permitted to stay in Germany, along with over 7 million Germans. 

The integration of this entire group of more than 12 million refugees-of various degrees 

of f oreign-ness'-was a colossal task regardless of presumed 'racial' origin. Refugees comprised 

one fifth of the total German population, and in 1946, even larger portions of Allied forces-

administered provinces were comprised of this heterogenous mix of refugees: 36 percent of 

Schleswig-Holstein, and 32 percent of Lower Saxony (Wallich 1955:273). 

Logistics of refugee integration were difficult and expensive. Total expenditures for 

refugees from 1949-1951 are estimated at 10.8 billion Marks (Wailich 1955:280). Housing had to 

be built quickly, and Henry Wallich writes that 'not infrequently bitter rivalry developed between 

the newcomers and the bombed-out members of the local population who likewise aspired to new 

homes' (1955:276). While many of those integrated were constructed as 'real' Germans, they all 

experienced similar and tremendous upheaval, expelled from quite different countries, economies, 

and environments. Shils emphasized that despite differences in origin or reasons for 

displacement, 'all of these displaced persons have undergone a fundamental and common 

experience" (1946:4). 

Despite the scale and difficulty of the project, post-war integration nevertheless proceeded 

quite successfully and rapidly. One assumes that the blending of foreign "blood" has caused few 

problems, as distinctions between foreign and German settlers from this era are not commonly, 

if ever, recorded. By 1955, the twelve million immigrant-refugees were so well atisortsed into the 

economy that Germany began to look elsewhere for additional labor. 

Therefore, while information is scanty regarding the settlement of foreign workers before 

Worid War 11, we know some details about post-war foreigner integration. This experience of 
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massive resettlement of millions of people, an unknown percentage of whom were foreigners, 

challenges our final three myths: Germany has integrated permanent immigrants, comprising at 

one point one fifth of its population. Integration was not traumatic or impossible, but was 

accomplished quite quickly and successfully. And finally, the ideology of German 'racial 

homogeneity,' already absurd on scientific grounds (c.f. UNESCO 1961:505; Benedict 1964:48), 

is further weakened by this account 
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Now that we have retrieved Germany's forgotten" legacy of long-term employment of 

foreigners, we can return to more contemporaiy experiences with post-Worid War 11 guestworkers. 

Given the importance for West German leaders and state officials to present their nation as a new 

beginning, all ties to the past Reich severed, do we find a con'esponding shift in approach to 

foreign labor? 

Guestworker Migration and Policies 

The importation of millions of workers during the 1950s and 1960s was cam'ed out 

consciously by the government to promote economic growth. Once millions of war refugees were 

absorbed into the economy by the mid-1950s, the FRG faced a growing labor shortage. But 

unable to tap the traditional Polish latwr pool (Esser and Korte 1985:175), the German Federal 

Labor Office (G.F.LO.) recruited workers on a large scale from southern European countries. 

Labor agreements were signed with the following nations: Italy in 1955, Spain and Greece, 1960, 

Turkey 1961, Morocco 1963, Portugal 1964, and Yugoslavia 1968 (Yucel 1987:121). 

Labor was recruited in home countries. German Liaison Offices representing the G.F.LO. 

and the Unemployment Insurance Institution were responsible for interviewing and hiring workers 

(ibid:122). Five to six hundred of such offices were in operation in southern Europe during the 

height of the recruitment drive (Rist 1978:xii). Employers in Gennany contacted local employment 

bureaus with detailed labor requirements and in turn were required to pay for recruitment costs 

and to provide wori<er accommodations (Yucel 1987:122). Age limits were established: 35 years 

old was the upper limit for unskilled laborers, and 40 years old for skilled laborers (Yucel 

1987:122). Workers were also screened for health problems and criminal or political records 
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(Castles 1984:71). Only literate individuals meeting specific schooling requirements were eligible 

(Yucel 1987:122). 

Contracts at first were short-tenn, usually for one year, after which workers could renew, 

change jot)s, or return home (lbid:123). Single workers were recruited to prevent family 

settlement The number of foreign workers grew quickly from 95,000 in 1956, 507,000 in 1961, 

1.3 million in 1966, and 2.6 million by 1973 (Castles 1984:72). 

In an attempt to further regulate immigrants, the Aliens Law of 1965 (Ausianderqesetz) 

was established requiring that all foreigners hold residence permits (Esser and Korte 1985:184). 

These permits would be granted only 'if it does not harm the interest of the FRG* (as cited in 

Castles 1984:76). This broad phrase allowed local or national officials a great deal of leeway in 

the granting of permits. 

The Aliens Law also excluded several additional rights from foreigners. Foreigners were 

to be granted all basic rights except the right to vote, and the basic rights of freedom of 

association, and movement, and free choice of occupation, place of work, and place of education, 

and protection from extradition abroad* (Castles 1984:77, from Allaemeine Verwaltunasvorschrift 

zur Ausfuhmng des Ausianderoestzes. par. 6). Paragraph 10 allowed for deportation of foreigners 

for any of eleven reasons, including severe traffic violations or destruction of public security-which 

could include adultery (Rist 1978:140).® 

The Labor Promotion Act of 1969 required that a worker obtain a residence permit before 

applying for a work permit (Esser and Korte 1985:184). Since both permits were issued for short 

durations, government officials gained tremendous control over foreigners. They could check the 

status of individuals easily, restrict the areas in which foreigners could settle, and could more 

® A 42-year old Turkish worker was deported for a "public security and order* violation: he had 
an affair with his landlord's since-divorced wife. The Aliens Office in his town, Forscheim, asserted 
that he had ruined a German mam'age and endangered public morals (Rist 1978:140). 
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easily deport individuals. A temily could tje deported on the birth of a child if authorities refused 

to grant the infant a residence permit, for example (RSthzel 1990:43). 

After the 1973 recession, a recruitment stop was enforced, and non-EEC individuals were 

(and still are) prohibited from entering the country, with the exception of privileged foreigners from 

countries with special anangements with the FRG (like the U.S. or Switzeriand), political asylum 

seekers, and Ethnic Germans (RSthzel 1990:33).̂ ° Many workers left at this time due to 

unemploymerrt or because their permits were not renewed (Castles 1984:72), and the number of 

foreigners was reduced somewhat, although less than expected: from 2.6 million or 12 percent 

of German workers in 1973 to 1.9 million, or 9.5 percent of the work force in 1976 (Ibid). Fearing 

further border closings, many foreigners managed to bring in more ̂ mily members, and foreign 

birthrates rose. 

Additional measures were passed to discourage family reunification. Spouses and temily 

members who arrived after Decemtser 1, 1974 were prohibited from working (Castles 1984:78). 

The entry age for foreign workers' children was lowered in 1978 from 20 to 17 (lbid:79); and again 

in 1981 from 17 to 15 (lbid:81). Foreign wori<ers were offered a premium for retum: 10,500 DM 

for the worker plus 1,500 DM for each child if they would leave Germany permanently (Rdthzel 

1990:38). 

In response to pressure from Germans living in regions with high concentrations of 

foreigners, a new law was passed April 1,1975 allowing cities with more than six percent foreign 

population to apply for designation as a 'congested' area Once such designation has been 

granted, city officials can end all further foreign immigration into the area by turning down 

residence permit applications. Foreigners seeking permit renewal since the establishment of this 

" Article 16, Section 2 of the Federal Republic of Germany's constitution of 1949 guarantees 
the right of asylum to all victims of political persecution, a liberal policy designed as a sort of 
reparation for Nazi war crimes (Esser and Korte 1985:169). 
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law have stamped into their passports a list of cities where they are prohibited from settling (Rist 

1978:78-79). 

Benefits to Germany 

These and related regulations are often described as economically-driven, and clearly 

there has been a conscious attempt to maximize the economic potential of foreign labor. Great 

attention has been paid to ensure that social costs typically associated with a labor force are 

reduced. Some suggest that this concem motivates restrictions against settlement of workers and 

the arrival of their families; by inhibiting family settlement, costs of children's schooling and 

workers' parents' health care have been deferred to sending countries. The screening of sickly 

and older workers has reduced costs to Germany as well. 

German officials recognized early how the nation would benefit from this manipulation of 

labor immigration. The State Secretary in the Ministry of Labor, L Kattenstroth stated in March 

1966: 

The foreign employees, 90 percent of whom are at their most creative age between 18 
and 45, make a considerable contribution to goods production...ln addition, foreign 
workers ...pay income tax and social security deductions according to the same rules as 
indigenous German workers. Given the age of the foreign workers, this has a very 
favorable effect, at present especially in connection with old-age insurance, because far 
higher revenues are taken in from the foreign workers than are currently paid out in 
pension benefits to this category of individuals (Kattenstroth, Grusswort der 
Bundesreqierunq 1966:13, cited in Herbert 1990:212-213). 

Herbert reports that in 1966 foreign workers paid 1.2 billion DM in social security contributions, 

while only DM 127 million were paid out in benefits (1990:292, note 33). 

As in earlier eras, employers continued to save money on foreign workers' housing. A 

police report described in a journal article of 1967 the condition of guestworker housing in 

Dusseldorf: 
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There are six Turkish and Greek guest workers living in a space no larger than 15 square 
meters. The beds are stacked one on top of the other and crowded together. All the 
men are already lying in tjed, though it's only 8:30 in the evening. But what else should 
they do...? There aren't even enough chairs... Trying to describe the toilet, you stand 
aghast On the floor is a single filthy pool, the only fixture a limestone latrine without a 
seat...A few blocks aw .̂..a hundred workers from Europe's south eke out their sad, bleak 
lives here. Each of them pays the landlord, a German, 80 marks a month CFremd-statt 
Gastarbeiter.' Handelsblatt February 16,1967, cited in Herbert 1990:218-219). 

Workers in the Ruhr region in the 1970s lived in decrepit housing (Rist 1978:35): 84 

percent of workers' housing had no baths, 68 percent had no lavatory in the room, and 10 

percent had no lavatory in the house; 16 percent of foreign families lived in one room, 39 percent 

lived in two rooms, while Germans in the same region averaged 0.79 persons per room, even 

though immigrants were paying on the average one third more rent than Germans. 

There also is evidence that the formation of a migrant underclass taking on dirty, 

dangerous, and poorly paid jotis also has promoted German social and economic mobility (Rist 

1978:35; Herbert 1990:230). 

Meillassoux argues that in calculating savings accrued by labor importing nations, one 

must consider the total costs for the reproduction of the labor pool. He finds that migratory 

movements can result in huge transfers of man-hours from non-capitalist or domestic economies 

to capitalist economies (1981:107). Savings to the capitalist sector by employing foreign labor 

thus include the market value in the capitalist economy of 'subsistence goods and care invested 

by his kin in breeding him as a producer of labor power,' subsistence goods consumed by the 

worker when back home unemployed or between jobs, and all costs associated with the worker's 

retirement (Ibid: 114). 

Julian Simon's work presents similar conclusions about potential losses to sending 

countries from emigration, stating that the major loss is from the drain of young people who 

otherwise would be paying taxes to help support the aged and children, while consuming only 

small amounts of such services" (Simon 1989:276). 
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Savings to the German economy by employing temporary foreign !atx}r over Gemians are 

estimated by Blitz (n.d.) as substantial. Taking into account prior investments in individuals by 

home countries for education and sut)sistence, the cumulative annual investment created by the 

total pool of freed resources not spent on migrants in the host country, and costs of immigration 

to the FRG, he calculates savings accrued to the Federal Republic in 1962 DM over a ten year 

period (see Table 1). Table 1 contrasts Blitz' figures with the German Gross National Product 

(G.N.P.), and includes the percentage of the G.N.P. the savings represent 

TABLE 1: SAVINGS TO GERMANY AND G.N.P, 1961 - 1971 
(IN THOUSAND MILLION D.M., 1962 values) 

YEAR SAVINGS* G.N.P.** PERCENT 
G.N.P 

1961 6.380 325.051 1.96 
1963 4.667 382.740 1.22 
1965 7.759 431.677 1.80 
1967 13.381 442.917 3.02 
1969 15.498 513.039 3.02 
1971 13.225 558.790 2.37 

* Source: Blitz n.d., in Rist 1978:37 
** Source: U.N. 1963:103; U.N. 1971:365: U.N. 1973:396. 1962 values of G.N.P. calculated 

from 1963 rates with cun-ency data from Statistical Abstracts of the U.S. 
Department of Commerce, 1960-1963, #82, #83. 

From this table, one can see that these savings, which include only a portion of the costs 

of the reproduction of the workforce as identified by Meillassoux (1981:114), total as much as 

three per cent of the German gross national product in 1967 and 1969, thus comprising a fairiy 

significant amount of the total available surplus. 
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Summary: Guestworkers Then and Now 

Today's policies towards guestworkers are strikingly similar-not strikingly different-from 

policies of earlier Reichs. The rotation of some workers and initial provision of one-year contracts 

mimic pre-WWI policies. As in earlier periods, permit requirements and restricted rights for 

foreigners allow authorities to keep track of and deport foreigners when desired. And now, as 

before, benefits to the economy have been outstanding, in part as the costs of labor time needed 

for the reproduction and maintenance of the labor force are borne by the sending countries, and 

in part due to monies saved by providing foreigners fewer benefits and substandard housing. 

Throughout this legacy, temporary wori<ers have served as a poweriess lowest working class, 

diminishing chances of development in Germany of a strong class consciousness or worker's 

struggle. 
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Economic or Political Interests? 

In each of the phases described, foreign workers have been considered a mobile and 

expendable lat)or force, and laws defining their rights and restrictions have tieen organized to 

ensure their primary definition as such. Regulations have been established for immediate 

problems, and longer-range plans never established. 

Policies thus have been inconsistent, contradictory, and rapidly changing throughout this 

history: at the turn of the century, Poles were forced to leave annually, then prohibited from 

leaving altogether at the onset of Worid War I. During the Nazi era, policies were particularly 

conflict-ridden: while propagandists claimed that foreign elements would be cleared from 

Germany, the same government conducted the most massive importation of these 'elements' in 

Gennan history (Rhoades 1978:560-561). Modem regulations also grant rights to guestworkers 

in a piecemeal fashion. Rist states: 

the legal rights of the guestworkers rising in the Federal Republic are scattered through 
a maze of international agreements, state and federal laws, precedents established by 
court rulings and procedural detaiIs...Uttle wonder that one finds frequent accounts of 
foreign workers who, in absolute bewilderment and confusion, were deported or brought 
before a judicial hearing for reasons of which they had not the slightest idea (1978:134). 

Many social scientists interpret the inconsistent and short-term nature of these policies 

as resulting from their establishment with solely economic (as opposed to humanitarian or 'moral') 

interests in mind. For example, Esser and Korte state: the fundamental regulations goveming 

immigration were passed at a time when all parties were concerned only with economic interests' 

(1985:179). 

But have only economic interests governed these policies? While state officials 

(especially since WWII) present new regulations as unfortunate but necessary measures due to 
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new economic exigencies, evidence suggests that such explanations deceive. The German state-

idea, the ideology justifying relations of domination, is purposefully presented as overtly economic. 

Capitalist values are naturalized, and decisions and policies presented as if they were the only 

possible outcomes, determined simply by rational logic. Abrams suggests that in capitalist 

societies, the presentation of the state is uniquely opaque, involving the segregation of economic 

from political relationships (1988:78), but he calls for a move t)eyond merely uncovering economic 

connections: 

in seeking to dismantle that ideology, it is not enough to try to rediscover the connection 
with economic fects within the general terms of the ideology as a whole, the acceptance 
of the reality of the state. Rather, we must make a ruthless assault on the whole set of 
claims in terms of which the being of the state is proposed (1988:76). 

State officials may want us to at most uncover economic motivations driving immigration 

regulations, but seem eager to prevent recognition that regulations actually may emerge from a 

deeper conflict between economic and more obscured political goals. 

Many examples of conflict between economic and political spheres, between industry and 

government interests, have been noted in this review of Gennany's foreign labor history. For 

example, the pre-WWI importation of Polish labor was strongly opposed by government officials, 

and the rotation system established was a compromise solution, meeting largely business needs. 

During the first war, business clamored for Belgian labor years before it was obtained. 

Employers of the modem era also have been opposed to governmental restrictions on 

a free latior supply. Before the 1973 recruitment stop, a debate had developed over the growing 

costs of an integrating guestworker population, and a proposal was presented to return to a 

mandatory worker rotation system (Herbert 1990:232-3). This proposal was strongly rejected by 

West German firms, however, who felt "there could be no possible utility in losing trained and 

proven foreign workers after a period of several years due to some rigid stipulation of compulsory 

rotation-only to have to train new unskilled workers" (lbid:233). And when the recruitment halt 
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was instituted by the government, not as many workers left as had been predicted. Rdthzel states 

that this was because they were badly needed, and kept on, by industry (1990:39). 

If policies throughout this period reflect a compromise between political and economic 

interests, how can we learn what underlying political goals and ideology might be? Germany's 

naturalization and citizenship laws, in regulating who can and who cannot belong, outline plainly 

characteristics of the 'ideal' German state, and by examining these laws, underiying ideologies 

motivating the political sphere are apparent Furthermore, these ideologies conflict fundamentally 

with the practice of importing foreign labor to Germany, and thus come into direct conflict with 

capitalist interests. I contend that a collision between economic and political goals has resulted 

in a state of delicate deadlock, a deadlock that drastically limits the sort of policies that can be 

generated towards Germany's foreigners. 

Germany's Citizenship and Naturalization Regulations 

Citizenship requirements of most North Atlantic nations are based on some combination 

of two principles: ius soli and ius sanguinis. Jussgfi is the granting of citizenship to individuals 

bom on the temtory (Brubaker 1989:99), and is a basic element of most "New World" citizenship 

codes. Jus sanguinis is citizenship based on descent (Ibid). Many nations are based on some 

combination of these two principles. In the U.S., for example, citizenship is granted 

unconditionally to those bom in the territory, even to people of non-citizen parents, through the 

principle of ius soli, but citizenship through decent, via ius sanguinis, is limited to the first 

generation bom abroad, contingent on prior parental residence in the U.S. (Ibid:105). 

In France, nationality is transferred to children of French citizens, regardless of place of 

birth (ius sanguinis). Jus soli also operates: French nationality is automatically granted to a 

person txjm in France of foreign parents if one of the parents was also bom in France (Brubaker 
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1989:106). All third-generation immigrants are automatically granted citizenship through ius soli. 

In addition, since 'France' is defined as including Algeria and other French colonies before 

independence, many second-generation immigrants from such regions receive automatic citizen

ship as well. Finally, France-bom children of foreign parents automatically receive citizenship at 

age 18 if they have resided in France regularly for the previous five years (Brubaker 1989:106). 

This way, France grants its citizenship to most of its native-bom foreign residents (lbid:119). 

Germany's citizenship is based solely on the principle of ius sanguinis. Place of birth is 

irrelevarrt German citizenship thus can be transmitted perpetually to descendants of Germans 

living outside Germany in culturally and geographically different countries (hence automatic 

citizenship to Ethnic Germans), while descendants of non-citizen parents, even if working and 

living there for generations, never receive automatic citizenship (Brubaker 1989:105). Through 

the application of this legal principle, those with a right to join the German nation are only those 

related to other Germans, or those constructed as of the German 'race.' 

Naturalization provides a route to citizenship when it is not granted automatically. In some 

countries, like France or the U.S., naturalization is a legal right once certain conditions are met 

(in theory). Germany operates on a discretionary model, however. With discretionary systems, 

naturalization is never a right, even if an individual meets all conditions (Hailbronner 1989:67). 

Instead, naturalization is considered exceptional and remains completely at the discretion of 

naturalization officials. 

German naturalization policy is based on the conviction that Germany is not and cannot 

be a country of immigration (Ibid). Foreigners wishing to become naturalized must first meet 

several vague requirements, including: continuous residence in Germany for at least 10 years, 

they must inhabit a pennanent residence (segregated immigrant barracks do not apply), they 

must be able to support themselves without relying on welfare, must have a 'good reputation,' 
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demonstrate an 'irreproachable' way of life, manifest 'lasting orientation' to Germany and German 

culture, must actively support the free democratic order* of the FRG, and there must be public 

interest in the individual's naturalization (Brubaker 1989:110, Hailbronner 1989:67-68). Even 

language requirements are vague: instead of administering a standardized test, the individual 

must have written and spoken German to the degree expected from a person in his or her 

lifecycle" (Brutjaker 1989:110). 

Given the imprecision of these criteria, it is not surprising that naturalization authorities 

retain wide discretion in deciding whether or not to grant naturalization, and that Germany's 

naturalization rates are quite low. In 1985,13,894 foreigners were naturalized, including 4,813 

married to Gemian spouses. By this time, over 2.6 million foreigners had met the 10-year 

residency requirement; thus, only 0.5 percent of this group were naturalized that year (Hailbronner 

1989:70). Of foreigners with 10 years residence in Germany, naturalization rates are estimated 

at 0.5 percent for Yugoslavs and 0.167 percent for Turks (lbid:60). In Sweden, where citizenship 

is also based solely on jus sanguinis and where naturalization is discretionary as well, Turks 

naturalize seventy times higher than in Gennany (Brubaker 1989:120). 

An important glaring exception to this naturalization policy underscores the racial 

orientation of German citizenship law. One group of foreigners holds a legal right to 

naturalization: Volksdeutsche. or 'Ethnic' Germans. Ethnic Gennans instantly receive all rights 

granted Genman citizens, and hold a legal right to naturalization, if they so desire. But these 

people may share little 'ethnically' with Germans: most have lived in Eastern European countries 

like Hungary, Romania, Czechoslovakia, or Poland fc.' several generations, if not hundreds of 

years, and quite often do not speak German (RSthzel 1990:40). Some Ethnic Gennans were not 

even German by origin at all, but Flemings or Frisians, like East European Mennonites 

(Hobsbawm 1992:5). But these immigrants supposedly share at least one thing in common with 
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other Germans: descent, or "race." 

Ethnic Gennans now comprise a large portion of those entering Germany tod .̂ in 1987, 

of the 582,000 people entering Germany, 20 percent were Germans from 'other parts of the 

worid," 17.8 percent were from EC countries, 9 percent were asylum seekers, and 26.8 percent 

were Ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe (RSthzel 1990:35). Some 1.571 million Ethnic 

Germans have arrived from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe between 1950 and 1989 (Opitz 

1991:262). 

The background of many Ethnic Germans now settling in Germany is rather surprising. 

Some 800,000 Ethnic Germans had been sent to Germany during the Second Worid War from 

Eastern European countries and were resettled by the National Socialists onto newly seized and 

depopulated territories in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Slovenia because Germans did not want 

to move there (Wunderiich 1961:189). Regarding these settlers, Wunderiich states: 

Owing to the lack of Germans to fill the empty eastern space, almost anyone willing to 
confess being a German could be included in the master race by certificate 
(1961:246). 

Ethnic Gemians today often present these Nazi-administered certificates to verify their 

"Germanness." According to RSthzel, Ethnic Germans "have to prove their Germanity and right 

to citizenship by presenting papers-which derive directly from the fascist period-in which they 

were defined as Germans" (1990:42). People were registered by the Nazis on various lists 

according to "degree of German blood." About half of the Ethnic Germans coming from Poland 

today were registered on "Volkliste 3," which Rathzel explains included those who had just "some 

German blood but had proved îthful to Germany" (1990:42). In other words, the modem 

German state more willingly embraces ex-Nazi supporters than German-bom foreigners who have 

been working and living in Germany for multiple generations. 

The assumption that Ethnic Germans will integrate easily as demonstrated by their instant 
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naturalization rights contrasts dramatically with the opposite assumption regarding foreigners:' 

foreign integration is considered rare and exceptional, somehow qualitatively diff'erent from the 

process to be experienced by Ethnic Gennans, and those who attempt to do so must undergo 

an extensive and harrowing naturalization process with a minute success rate. 

This contradiction of policies has led to serious propagandizing by German politicians. 

According to RSthzel, government officials argued strongly in the 1980s that the country could 

no longer accommodate foreign wori<ers and refugees" for economic reasons (1990:40). But 

when huge numbers of Ethnic Germans began to arrive a few years later, politicians were forced 

to quickly shift their assessment of the nation's ability to assimilate newcomers. The government 

began to provide funds for housing and German language programs for the Ethnic Gemrians, but 

also felt it necessary to start a mass advertising campaign aimed at convincing Germans that the 

new arrivals were indeed welcome and would not cause economic hardship (Ibid). RSthzel states, 

"...after all, the [Ethnic Germans] were Germans, not foreigners, to receive them was an act of 

patriotism not just humanity" (Ibid). 

The underlying political ideology, as encoded in German immigration and naturalization 

law, is that Germany is a homogenous racial community. Compared to policies of other European 

nations, Germany's citizenship laws are ideally and in practice those most true to a pure jus 

sanguinis (descent-based) system. Germany continues to grant instant citizenship to "distant 

relatives," no matter how distant, how long ago they left, or how many arrive. Monies spent 

integrating these people only reinforce the govemment's commitment to a racial definition of the 

national body. Regarding foreign workers, a similar consistency can be found between the law's 

definition of these people as perpetually "others," and its application. Few foreigners pass the 

naturalization process. 

Policy confusion thus arises only in matters pertaining to details regarding guestworker 
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civil rights, social obligations, and living and working conditions. A patchwork of temporary 

provisions are instituted to meet specific needs. But no substantial or long-tenn shifts in 

approach regarding guestworkers have ever been established, despite a few real attempts by 

some citizen or industrial interest groups to encourage such a shift (see Rcithzel 1990:36). 

Thus, I contend that today's apparent confused status quo regarding foreign workers 

derives from an underlying deadlock between unyielding political interests, to whom Germany's 

definition as a racial unit is paramount, and economic interests, who have been allowed to import 

greatly needed workers, as always, but who also are granted no guarantees regarding their future 

status. As predicted for capitalist nations in general (Abrams 1988), behind the mask of the state-

idea, the reified ideology or legitimating illusion, we find a fundamental disunity of German political 

power. 
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People are always shouting they want to create a better future. If s not true. The future 
is an apathetic void of no interest to anyone. The past is full of life, eager to irritate us, 
provoke us and insult us, tempt us to destroy or repaint it. The only reason to want to 
be masters of the future is change the past They are fighting for access to the 
laboratories where photographs are retouched and biographies and histories are rewritten 
(Kundera 1980:22). 

Gennany's current immigration crisis may now be more transparent Despite Germany's 

liberal political asylum laws, asylum-seekers represent a small percentage of those entering the 

country (9 percent in 1987), and of this number, very few are granted political refugee status (96.5 

percent of those applying in 1990 were rejected) (RSthzel 1990:34-5). A far larger percentage of 

incoming foreigners are Ethnic Gennans: 26.8 percent of people entering Germany in 1987 

(lbid:35). But the largest foreign group to have entered the country in recent years are the 

guestworkers. Recruited purposefully by the government, these workers and theirfamilies numtier 

close to 4.7 million, or 7.5 per cent of the total population of the fonner FRG (Arnold 1991:278). 

While news reports may highlight the arrival of refugees from Eastern Europe, the largest group 

of foreigners and those most often victims of hostilities (Castles 1984:190-192, 202), are 

guestworkers. 

Germany's present crisis lies in its continued reiiance-for dramatic economic growth or 

military adventure-on a latsor force substratum comprised of foreigners, a practice necessary to 

meet Germany's economic goals, but one that collides with its definition as a homogenous 

biological unit In the past, this conflict between the political definition of the nation and the 

economics-driven desire for cheap labor was resolved by periodically deporting alien workers, or 

worse. But given the country's recent Nazi heritage, from which today's politicians strive to 
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distance tiiemselves, this option is no longer acceptable. Instead, laws and policies are 

established irregularly to resolve new problems on a short-term basis. A dramatic decision to 

deport foreigners is avoided (so ̂ !), while efforts towards liberalization of foreigner policies, 

including permanent settlement and integration, similarly flounder. Rist believes that this situation 

must end; 

Germany cannot long continue to have it both ways-both the economic benefits accruing 
to the society from the presence of the foreign workers, and the maintenance of a 
discriminatory society that relegates the immigrants...to inferior status and occupational 
positions (Rist 19783dii). 

But one way to continue to 'have it both ways* is through the omission of this long history from 

public consciousness. 

A publicly-sanctioned national amnesia permits this delicate balance-or deadlock-to 

persist happily unresolved. If it were openly acknowledged that Germany has faced the same 

contradiction between its economic needs and political goals for over one hundred years, a 

popular movement could emerge calling for its final resolution. Solutions would involve either a 

real immigration halt and mass deportations (politically difficult for those distancing themselves 

from the Nazis, and a last resort for the capitalists), or a move towards permanent integration 

(more highly desired by capitalists than expulsion, but dreaded politically as such a move would 

collide with the definition of the nation). Instead, balance, or deadlock, is retained. 

Collective forgetting of Germany's long history of employing foreigners is also essential 

to presen/e the integrity of myths central to German national identity, particularly the nfiyth of 

Gemian "homogeneity." Social "homogeneity* on the scale of a nation is already an absurd 

concept to those who consider class, linguistic, or regional variation, and notions of 'racial' 

homogeneity and of distinct human 'races' have been refuted on scientific grounds periodically 

by anthropologists (c.f. UNESC0 1961:499; Montagu 1964; Benedict 1964:46). But the ideology 

of German racial homogeneity persists nevertheless, institutionalized and operationaiized through 



69 

the workings of the German constitution and citizenship law. Those in Germany participating in 

the reproduction of this ideology would find it further shaken by the recognition that large 

numbers of foreigners have always comprised a substantial portion of the Gemian population, 

some staying on and even 'mixing in" with the rest of Germany. Memories of the period of 

integration following the Second Worid War would prove especially difficult for "homogenists" to 

accept Faced with a history that contradicts sharply the ideal self-image, as Lewis predicts 

(1975:13), the history is ignored, erased, deleted, and the self-image preserved, and reproduced, 

unchallenged, in public and social scientific discourse alike. 

Politicians preparing present or future policies towards the current body of guestworkers 

find it especially crucial that this early period is forgotten. They need a German past devoid of 

any large-scale immigration or integration to continue promoting the myth of the trauma and 

impossibility of integration. This myth is esserrtial to those concerned with economic and political 

consequences of guestworker settlement, consequences that could prove fatal to political careers. 

In order to continue arguing publicly that integration of today's guestwori<ers would lead to 

economic and social hardship, and has no precedent, government officials must erase conflicting 

evidence. If the public realized that integration h  ̂occurred successfully in the past, some might 

wonder why would such a process would prove difficult now. It is because people participate in 

the widespread forgetting of this past that politicians can continue proclaiming publicly that 

"Germany is not and cannot be an immigration countjy." 

Finally, such a large-scale collective amnesia may be especially possible in this nation 

where public ofHcials and citizens alike must present-and to a certain extent, believe in-a self-

image disconnected from the former Reich. Due to their special past, modem Germans may be 

especially adept at or vulnerable to forgetting. 



70 

The result is that part of the past is omitted from public discourse in an attempt to present 

the cunrent dilemma as a short-term, localized issue. Germany's heritage of latx>r importation is 

not mentioned, current guestworkers are not considered immigrants, and numerically less 

significant asyium-seekers continue to receive wide press. Integration is considered an unusual 

or even impossible procedure, while the memory of post-World War II integration of one to eight 

million foreigners curiously deleted. The current massive integration of Ethnic Germans of 

dubious backgrounds is dismissed as greatly different from the integration of German-based 

workers, due to supposed blood ties. The overt ideology of a country driven to today's situation 

by solely utilitarian economic goals presences camouflaged and unchallenged the deeper ideology 

of a homogeneous biological German nation. And the wori<ers and crisis remain. 

The study of immigration history and citizenship policies provides a telling glimpse behind 

the mask of carefully constructed 'state-ideas.' These policies simultaneously define the nation, 

categorize its inhabitants, and tell us the criteria by which membership is determined. As more 

nations rely on immigrant labor woridwide, and the pressures of 'illegal' immigration increase, the 

gap between citizenship and immigration policies, and labor practices, will grow. As Frank Loy, 

president of the German Marshall Fund, states in the foreword to Brubaker's book Immigration 

and the Politics of Citizenship in Europe and North America (1989): 

Most North Atlantic nations...have large and growing noncitizen populations...How a 
government handles the membership-nonmembership question determines the very 
fabric of a nation (1989:vii). 
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