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Eastern Europe continues to occupy a marginal position in debates on (post-

)colonialism and racism. At the same time, the example of Germany

demonstrates how long-standing the tradition of devaluation is, and the

influence it continues to have to this day. An extension of our perspective on

(post-)colonialism and racism in an Easterly direction is long overdue.

In recent years there has doubtless been an increase in the attention paid to colonial power

dynamics and the long-lasting effects of colonialism, which sometimes extend to the present

day. In all the controversies that accompany this, it is now possible to speak of an increased

sensitivity and a wider awareness of the issues, one that is no longer limited to academic

debates. Eastern Europe is sometimes taken into account in these debates, but often not. The

presumption that colonialism can only be understood as an extra-European phenomenon,

that is, in terms of the domination by Europeans of “others”, is hard to shake off. Yet a mere

glance at Germany’s relationship with Eastern Europe is enough to call into question this  salt-

water theory 

salt-water theory

i.e. that it is only ‘colonialism’ if there is an ocean between the metropolis and the colonies

.  The principal goal of our Copernico project, with its focus on the history and cultures of

Eastern Europe, is to increase the visibility of Eastern Europe in this field, to shed light on the

specific ambivalences in the region and in so doing to contribute to a broader and more

nuanced understanding of (post-)colonialism. What applies to the (lack of) awareness of (post-

)colonial attitudes is particularly true when it comes to the debate about racism.

There is a far-reaching consensus in post-colonial research that colonialism and racism are

inextricably linked, and that whoever speaks about colonialism should not forget racism.

However, when it comes Eastern Europe, controversial discussions are all too often replaced

by musings on whether the experiences of Eastern European migrants can be subsumed under

the heading of “racism” at all – mostly with the argument that they are ‘privileged’ and ‘white’

and therefore by definition cannot become the victims of racism. The example of the German

relationship to Eastern Europe illustrates why such reasoning falls short, and why an

extension of our perspective on (post-)colonialism and racism in an Easterly direction is long

overdue.

The long tradition of devaluation

Germany has a long history of integration and expansion with and in Eastern Europe.

Derogatory and devaluating perceptions of the ‘East’ thus have something of a tradition. In
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In the related research, these attitudes are usually

discussed under the question of “colonialism”, but it is not

only the passage about “the Slavs” as “the weaker race”

quoted above but also the names Immanuel Kant and Georg

Forster that should signal that we are dealing with a

manifest racism here.  It is actually possible to observe a

wide-spread radicalization and racialization of the German

perspective on the East in the German Empire. If one

understands the concept of “racism”, like Philomena Essed,

as the subdivision of people into hierarchies of worthiness

on the grounds of actual or ascribed biological or cultural

characteristics , then this is an apt description of what

Maps: ‘The Land Upper East’. Das Land

Ober Ost. Deutsche Arbeit in den

Verwaltungsgebieten Kurland, Litauen

und Bialystok-Grodno. Hrsg. von der

Presseabteilung Ober Ost. Stuttgart,

Berlin 1917, S. 472, CC0 1.0

the Enlightenment, ‘Eastern Europe’ was considered in Western thinking as a backward, in-

between world between the Occident and the Orient; in the words of Larry Wolff, Europe but

not Europe.  Similar ideas prevailed about South-Eastern Europe or the ‘Balkans’, as Maria

Todorova revealed.  A notable example from the 19th century is provided by the debates

that took place in St Paul’s Church in Frankfurt on the position of Posen and Bohemia in a

future German Reich. A large, cross-party majority debated a far more extensive ‘German

East’ that would stretch as far as the Black Sea and that was to be conquered, ‘civilized’ and

ruled.  Gustav Freytag’s successful novel “Soll und Haben” (“Debit and Credit”, 1855) was to

embed antisemitic images as well as the stereotype of the disorganised, chaotic Pole who is

unable to carry out effective business transactions in the minds of the German educated

classes:  

"I stand here now as one of the conquerors, who, for the

sake of free labor and human culture, have taken the

control over this soil away from a weaker race. Us and the

Slavs: it is an ancient battle. And we are proud to see that

education, a desire to work, and credit are on our side.

Whatever the Polish landowners here in the neighborhood

have achieved [...] they owe to German efficiency in one

way or another.“  
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prominent people such as Max Weber publicly proclaimed

about the “lower lifestyle aspirations of the Slavic race”.

These “hierarchies of worthiness” were not just theory but

also practice. The restrictive Reich and Citizenship Act 1913

was intended to prevent the granting of citizenship to

undesirable migrants from Eastern Europe. Their exclusion

from German citizenship was based on a racist logic,

according to which certain immutable features were

attributed to the new arrivals from the East, making them

“undesirable” additions to the population.  A further

example was the German-occupied territory of “Ober Ost”

in the First World War. The way in which power was

exercised there, and the exploitation of the non-German

population, may justifiably be described as colonial, but

they were also unmistakably based on racist principles.

This shows once again that colonialism and racism did not

simply follow one another, but often existed simultaneously

and were tightly intertwined.

Photograph: German military in front of the town hall of Mitau/Jelgava. Das Land Ober Ost.

Deutsche Arbeit in den Verwaltungsgebieten Kurland, Litauen und Bialystok-Grodno. Hrsg. von der

Presseabteilung Ober Ost. Stuttgart Berlin 1917, S. 337, CC0 1.0
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The war of annihilation in Eastern Europe and the “General

Plan: East“ of the National Socialist regime, which provided

for the forced resettlement and million-fold murder of the

non-German population, and which expressed a world view

that was as colonial as it was racist, represented the nadir

of German attempts to establish a hierarchy and expand

their territory. In the Soviet Union alone, around 27 million

people died. This occurred partly as a result of an

eliminationist antisemitism, which included the murder of all

Jews. In addition to this, large parts of the population were

deemed to be ‘Slavic sub-humans‘ on the basis of their race

and abandoned to starvation. It is worth remembering the

treatment of Soviet prisoners of war, who were left to die

en masse or murdered; the siege of Leningrad, during which

over a million people starved and froze to death; the

starvation policy applied in Ukrainian cities such as Kyiv and

Kharkiv; the extermination site of Maly Trostenets in

Belarus; the thousands of ‘burned villages’ and the racist

treatment of millions of so-called “Ostarbeiter” (Eastern

workers) who had to carry out forced labor under inhuman

conditions in the German Reich, who were stigmatized by

the patch saying “East” that they had to stitch onto their

clothes, and who were forbidden from having sexual

relations with the ‘Aryan‘ population.  

Map: General Plan East, May 1942.

Wikimedia Commons, CC0 1.0

The radicalization took place in conjunction with other forms of discrimination against people

from Eastern Europe, in particular antisemitism and anti-Gypsyism. All the negative

stereotypes about “the East” (e.g. backwardness, filth) and “the Jews” (e.g. greed, amorality)

became concentrated in the figure of the “Eastern Jew” and made them into a particular hate

figure for the nationalist right.  These days similar things happen with Sinti and Roma from

South-eastern Europe.

Germany and ‘the East’ after 1945
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Given the millions of Germans who took part in the racist

forced labor system and the war of extermination at the

Eastern Front, it can be assumed that here, too, there was

no “zero hour”. Bodies of knowledge and practices that

classified people according to race came about gradually,

had a continuing influence and were transformed through

changing circumstances but continue to be part of our

present today. Whether this is best described as “racism”,

“(post)colonialism” or even “discrimination” is a discussion

and a task for future research – and there is far too little of

this for the period since 1945.  However, if one subscribes

to the opinion that is widely shared in racism research, that,

due to the discrediting of the concept of race, we have been

dealing in Europe and in particular in Germany since 1945

with a proxy speech, a kind of “racism without races”

(Balibar) , where new “hierarchies of value” are based

instead on other differential categories such as “culture“ or

“ethnicity”, then it becomes clear that there are ‘long lines’

reaching all the way from the distant past right up to the

present.

An obvious and, until now, largely unexplored field for the

exploration of such continuity and change would be the

Cold War, with its anti-communism that specifically

targeted Eastern Europe. From the end of the 1980s, the

denigration of Eastern European migrants, who were

coming to Germany in larger numbers, experienced a new

boom. The new rise in ‘Polish jokes’ are just as symptomatic

of this as, for example, the reports by the Spiegel about an

“Eastern migration” or the “criminal East”.  This shows

that enemy stereotypes that were thought to be a thing of

the past were still available and could be reactivated.

Largely as a result of the ensuing debate on fear, citizens of

the Baltic and East-Central European states that became

part of the EU in 2004 could only enter Germany freely

following the expiry of the maximum seven-year transition

period. Even the supposedly privileged migration groups of

Spätaussiedler ( late resettlers 

Spiegel Cover: Mass exodus to the

West?. DER SPIEGEL 50/1990, 
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late resettlers

i.e. ethnic Germans who moved back to Germany after 1 January

1993

)  and Jewish quota refugees 

Jewish quota refugees

people with Jewish ancestors from the former Soviet Union

were not excluded from this and other structural

discrimination. Their academic qualifications were often not

recognized, and they had to work in lower-skilled jobs, for

example in warehouse logistics or as care-workers or

cleaning staff, and experienced everyday discrimination –

experiences that they share with other migrant groups and

people in Germany.

Racist violence was then added to structural discrimination: since 1990, people of Eastern

European origin have also become the victims of right-wing extremist murders with racist

motives, among them seven Spätaussiedler from the former Soviet Union and four Poles.

One example is the young man Kajrat Batesov , a Spätaussiedler from Kazakhstan: On 4 May

2002, in Wittstock in Brandenburg, he and his friend Maxim K. were brutally attacked outside

a disco by youths who called them “fucking Russians”. On 23 May 2002 he died of his injuries.

His name, like those of the other victims, is barely remembered today. 

The pipe bomb attack on the S-Bahn station at Düsseldorf Wehrhahn on 27 July 2000

attracted slightly more public attention. Ten people of post-Soviet origin including six Jews

were injured; some received life-threatening injuries, and a pregnant woman lost her unborn

child. The victims had just been attending a language course. The identities and motives of the

perpetrators were never established. One suspect, Ralf S., was acquitted on 31 July 2018 due

to a lack of evidence.

Reception and devaluation during the Russian war against Ukraine

Developments since the expansion and radicalization of the Russian war of aggression against

Ukraine on 24 February 2022 are ambivalent. On the one hand, Ukrainian refugees

experienced a tremendous welcome in Germany, which, in light of the history outlined above,

was not a foregone conclusion: it is a truly positive counterexample. On the other hand,
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Ukrainian women, who make up the majority of the refugees, have been a particularly

vulnerable group. Ukrainian women were sexualized in popular culture,[^7404] experienced

sexual harassment or were forced into prostitution by human traffickers. The war revealed

that the long tradition of sexual fetishization of East-European women is still very much alive.

 

“Colonial perspectives“ on Ukraine have also become apparent in the discourse about the

war. Having long been terra incognita on the mental maps of most Germans, because

traditionally a look “East“ only took in Russia, Ukraine was now forcibly added to the agenda.

While the solidarity and receptiveness of a large part of the German population represented a

clear break with this long history of ignorance, others held onto their world view and now

taught Ukrainians how to deal ‘correctly’ with war and its trauma. An eye-catching example of

this kind of ‘Westsplaining’ was the deliberately raised index finger of sociologist Harald

Welzer on 8 May 2022 as he elucidated to the then Ukrainian ambassador to Germany, Andrij

Melnyk, on the television programme “Anne Will”, the “speaker positions”, “war experiences”

and other lessons to be learnt from 8 May 1945.  One does not need to be a friend of Andrij

Melnyk, who often comes across as rather harsh and who disseminates problematic images

of history, in order to recognise the colonial nature of this gesture, especially since it was

addressed to the representative of a country where, during the Second World War, German

rule cost its population around eight million lives, a country from which around 2.4 m.

Ostarbeiter were abducted and brought to the German Reich, and which once again is fighting

for survival.

Perspectives

A critical confrontation with (post)colonial and traditionally racist attitudes with respect to

Eastern Europe and its people remains a pressing issue for research and for society. It is

especially urgent since migrants from Eastern Europe, who were described as ‘invisible’ for so

long, have for some years clearly indicated a desire to be recognized as the post-migration

side of present-day Germany, in podcasts, literature and in many other formats. Through their

voices, experiences of departure and arrival but also rejection and discrimination, which were

concealed by silence within families and society, become speakable and describable.  It is

high time that they were given the attention that they have been denied for so long.  

At the same time, we should take care to avoid treating ‘Eastern Europe’ as a single,

homogenous block again. The articles collected by our Copernico project demonstrate which

colonial (and racist) power dynamics permeate this whole region. The current war by Russia

against Ukraine, which is also colonial, is just the most recent example of this. It should also be

borne in mind that the true story of Eastern Europe and its migration history can only be
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described as part of a larger, global picture. It would be a challenging but rewarding endeavor

to trace the global routes and destinations of people from Eastern Europe, building on the

observations by W. E. B. Du Bois of a “color line”, along which in- and exclusions take place in

migration processes.

English translation: Gwen Clayton
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