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v

The idea of this book developed while gathering material for my last edito-
rial project Life Writing and Politics of Memory in Eastern Europe (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2015). Working together with some wonderful and very tal-
ented researchers on the topics of life narratives, I was struck by the scar-
city of the women’s narratives associated with the recent past memory 
studies in Central and Eastern Europe. I was left wondering about the role 
of women’s narratives and their place in the context of public memory 
discourse. The second personal trigger was the latest public discussions 
related to migration and refugee status and some Eastern European coun-
tries’ reluctance in assisting the refugees. Some questions began to arouse, 
related to displacement, coming to terms with the recent past, postmem-
ory and alternative narratives of the past. What is the background of the 
life narratives of displacement and migration in Central and Eastern 
European countries? And how was the process of dealing with the recent 
past of the Second World War and its aftermath processed at the individual 
level? These questions triggered more others evolving around the connec-
tion between displacement, empathy and alternative narratives. Besides, 
the concept of active and engaged listener of the past narratives began to 
shape my research aim. Is the fact that women’s stories of displacement 
occupy such a small place in the collective memory discourse affecting the 
current situation in Central and Eastern Europe? And how can we move 
forward and explore this area where memory and postmemory connection 
become embedded in personal life narratives? Furthermore, what forms of 
expression were chosen in dealing with the past displacement? Having in 
mind the topic of women’s narratives and after preliminary discussion with 
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some of my previous collaborators (Hannah Kliger, Katarzyna Kwapisz 
Williams and Małgorzata Głowacka-Grajper—who continually offered me 
their encouragement and support), I started to distribute a call for chap-
ters in 2016 and to collect the scientific community feedback. The idea of 
this collaborative editorial project triggered various appreciations and 
many researchers announced their interest and support; some of them 
fully involved themselves in writing chapters and sustaining this common 
project (Sasha Colby, Alina Sufaru). Unfortunately, many of those involved 
from the beginning in this common project or shortly during its many 
stages were not able to continue working with us for various reasons. 
Nevertheless, we learned tremendously from our scientific encounters and 
I personally was able to continue this project with the grace of their con-
tinuous support. In 2016, I participated at the IABA Conference, orga-
nized in Cyprus by the International Auto Biography Organization, and as 
result of then intense discussions and open presentation of my interest, 
Linda Warley and Eva C.  Karpinski decided to join us. I also had the 
opportunity to spend six months at the Center for Ideas and Society, 
University of Riverside California, USA, and Georgia Warnke offered me 
her full support for disseminating my research interests. Our discussions 
and her invaluable suggestions helped me establishing connecting lines 
and shaping the structure of this volume. A third and fourth wave of 
researchers join us at the end of 2016—Vikki Turbine and Shannon 
Woodcock, and their dedication and research endeavours continue to 
amaze me—and in 2017 respectively, with the participation of Mihaela 
Ursa and Vanja Polić. Each chapter enlarges the survey of women’s mem-
ory and postmemory of displacement and helps deepening the analysis of 
the connections between life narratives, intergenerational transmission of 
memory and resilience and various mechanisms of coping with the past. 
The volume truly corresponds to the main attribute of memory, narrative 
and remembrance that lately fascinated me with its complexity and impli-
cations—the multi-layered character. The volume revolves around its cen-
tre topic—women’s narratives—and offers space to different narratives 
and forms of expression to fully articulate themselves.

Besides its numerous advocates’ support and my editorial efforts, this 
volume was made possible especially through its contributors’ dedicated 
involvement; their chapters offer significant insights in the field of wom-
en’s narratives and postmemory of displacement in Central and Eastern 
Europe. I want to express my gratitude for all their commitment. I am 
deeply moved by their research pathos and sustained efforts in following 
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through our initial ideas. Some of the contributors wrote about their fam-
ily and their own struggles, gently and openly presenting us their thoughts, 
hopes and dreams. I am grateful for their generosity and honoured by 
their trust and willingness to make us witnesses to their personal quests. 
Others, based on the affiliative postmemory and their personal research 
endeavours, enlarged and further deepened the frame of women’s narra-
tives and postmemory expressions in Central and Eastern Europe. I fully 
engaged myself into our editorial project and I am thankful for each of our 
virtual encounters. I wrote my introductory chapter while working on the 
project Recuperative Memory in the Post-Communist Society and I had 
financial support from this research grant (PNII-RU-TE-2014-4-0010). I 
also had the material support of my institution. Marianne Hirsch, Maria 
Todorova, Lilia Topouzova, Krassimira Daskalova, Ene Kõressar, Leena 
Kurvet-Käosaar, Andrea Pető and many other excellent researchers 
responded to my quests and sustained me with various information. I am 
very grateful for all their help. As usual, my family offered me an extremely 
creative and supporting emotional environment; our creative and passion-
ate discussions cleared my mind, offering glimpses of my creative best self. 
Just like his father, my four-year-old son continues to amaze me as he 
begins to be an extraordinary inquisitive and communicative partner; I am 
eager to see where our future discussions will lead us. This volume is dedi-
cated to the postmemory continuous and multi-layered work.

Iasi, Romania Simona Mitroiu
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Vanja Polić Ph.D. is an assistant professor at the Department of English 
at the University of Zagreb, Croatia, where she teaches literary theory, 
contemporary Canadian literature and film, and the eighteenth-century 
British novel. Her articles on Canadian literature and culture have been 
widely published, and she is the author of a monograph on the rhetorical 
practices of self-legitimation in the prefatory materials of the early eigh-
teenth-century British novel (2012). Her research interests include post-
colonial literature and postmodernism. Her current project concerns 
contemporary western Canadian literature, with special emphasis on the 
revisions of the myth of the West. She is the president of the Croatian-
Canadian Academic Society and a member of the editorial board of 
Canadian Literature.

Alina Sufaru is a Ph.D. candidate in American cultural studies at the 
University of Paris-Saclay, France, and a Teaching and Research Fellow at 
the University of Cergy-Pontoise, France, where she teaches courses on 
contemporary American society and the history of American democracy 
to undergraduate students. Her main areas of interest include the history 
of ethnic minorities in the United States, the construction of memory, 
identity and imaginary/imagined homelands in the autobiographical 
writings of exile, the tensions between displacement and belonging and 



xv NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

exilic performativity. More specifically, her work focuses on the intersec-
tion of memory, space, identity and  performativity in the autobiographi-
cal texts by translingual writers of Eastern European descent in the USA 
during the Cold War and post-Cold War period.

Vikki Turbine Ph.D. is Lecturer in Politics in the School of Social and 
Political Sciences and a board member of the Centre for Gender History 
at the University of Glasgow. She researches women’s rights and politi-
cal dis/engagements in neoliberal times with a focus on everyday con-
texts in contemporary Russia and the UK.  She has a long-standing 
interest in the continued saliences and resonances of the Soviet for 
women of all ages in Russia and beyond. Her work has been published 
in various journals, including Europe-Asia Studies, East European 
Politics, New Eastern Europe and e-International Relations. She tweets 
@VikTurbine.

Mihaela Ursa Ph.D. is an associate professor at the Faculty of Letters in 
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CHAPTER 1

Women’s Narratives and the Postmemory 
of Displacement in Central and Eastern 

Europe: Introduction

Simona Mitroiu

‘Will I ever be old enough to know?’ (Hannah Kliger, present volume, p. 63)

‘I am, indeed, made of the histories and languages of others.’ (Eva Karpinski, 
present volume, p. 104).

To be forced to leave one’s community, family, and country as a result 
of an armed conflict or natural disaster has been described as an expulsion 
from the social order (Nail 2015, p. 1). This kind of forced migration can 
lead to feelings of displacement and the loss of community and affects all 
aspects of individual and family life, including the lives of members of the 
next generation: ‘Children of refugees inherit their parents’ knowledge of 
the fragility of place, their suspicion of the notion of home.’ (Hirsch and 
Spitzer 2003, p. 93). Forced displacement is not a new phenomenon, nor 
is it a temporary one. The accelerated political and economic  transformations 
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that result from shifting socio-ethnic patterns are likely to remain a con-
stant in the human experience. ‘The twenty-first century will be the cen-
tury of the migrant. At the turn of the century, there were more regional 
and international migrants than ever before in recorded history’ (Nail 
2015, p. 1). However, how do we respond to memories of forced dis-
placement? Are these memories of the past, when shared and integrated at 
the discourse memory level, of any help in dealing with current forced 
migrations of populations? What exactly represents forced displacement, 
and how are we affected by it? In addition, how do women cope with 
displacement and the loss of their homes? This last topic was chosen in 
relation to the totalitarian regimes that dominated Central and Eastern 
Europe until recently and, more specifically, with the process of coming to 
terms with the past as it has developed in some of the countries in this part 
of Europe. This volume seeks to explore the different mechanisms and 
millieux used by women to come to terms with the past, and the research 
has been constructed around the variety and complexity of their stories 
within the context of Central and Eastern Europe. The lines that both 
unite and separate the volume chapters are not geographically determined, 
even though some references to specific places in Central and Eastern 
Europe are provided; rather, they are determined by the women’s narra-
tives of the past and the ways in which the creative process is used for 
appropriating it. The main question of this volume focuses on the willing-
ness of European society to recuperate the stories of the past from the 
perspective of women and on the memory spaces created for alternative 
narratives. This is the question of the ‘addressable other’ without whom 
such stories cannot be told: ‘The absence of an empathic listener, or more 
radically, the absence of an addressable other, an other who can hear the 
anguish of one’s memories and thus affirm and recognize their realness, 
annihilates the story.’ (Laub 1992, p. 67).

In countries previously dominated by totalitarian regimes, where the 
trust and social bonds between people were largely destroyed, the process 
of coming to terms with the past involves confronting the collective 
trauma, personal histories, and individual traumas, as well as listening to 
and accepting the stories and accounts of others. Referring to the com-
munist past of Eastern Europe, Tony Judt described exactly this penetra-
tion of totalitarian regimes into people’s lives: ‘It is not for any real and 
imagined crimes that people feel a sort of shame at having lived in and 
under communism, it is for their daily lies and infinite tiny compromises.’ 
(2005, p. 102). Why is this process of coming to terms with the past so 
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important? Moreover, why must we make room for women’s narratives of 
the past? It is the credo of this volume that ‘[a]s long as the telling of sto-
ries of trauma continues to meet with resistance and denial, the psychic 
effects of the past remain to poison the present’ (Leydesdorff et al. 1999, 
p. 17). Are women’s narratives of the past a form of counter-narrative? 
The alternative stories of the past are exceptionally important and need to 
be integrated at the level of collective memory discourses, but are these 
stories counter-narratives to institutional history and memory discourse? 
In addition, what does it mean to contest the past? This volume seeks to 
further explore the meaning offered by Katherine Hodgkin and Susannah 
Radstone,1 for whom to contest the past does not mean to present a con-
flicting account of it, but rather to address the ‘question of who or what is 
entitled to speak for the past in the present.’ (2003, p. 1). This volume is 
an edited work structured to give a coherent and comprehensive view of 
women’s narratives, life writings, and the postmemory of displacement in 
Central and Eastern Europe, including a balanced amount of theoretical 
approaches and empirical, in-depth analyses in each chapter. The women’s 
narratives from Central and Eastern Europe are approached from a multi-
disciplinary point of view, addressing social, cultural, and ethnic aspects. 
The three sections of the volume—‘Generations and narratives of (post)
memory’, ‘Sites of (post)memory’, and ‘History and (post)memory’—
address the topic of women’s narratives and representations of the past in 
relation to the mediums used and the mechanisms of transmitting and 
coping with the past. The connections between chapters allow for non- 
sequential reading, as many theoretical topics and questions cross and 
unite the three parts of the volume. The first part addresses the quest for 
personal (post)memory from the perspective of the second- and third- 
generations. The touching collaboration established in reconstructing 
individual and family (post)memories offers invaluable insights into the 
effects of displacement, coping mechanisms, and resilience. The chapters 
here also offer emotional glimpses of the women’s capacity to explore and 
reconstruct their narrative identities using their mothers’ and  grandmothers’ 
memories of the past, and how they cope with their own (post)memory of 
displacement. Adopting Alina Sufaru’s observation that the text itself 
becomes, in Eva Hoffman’s case, a site of (post)memory, the second part 
of the volume brings into discussion different sites and develops further 
this topic in relation to the creative process—Dubravka Ugrešić case—and 
visual text in the case of Sophia Turkiewicz. Targeting the multiple 
forms  of displacement in Herta Müller’s prose, Mihaela Ursa focuses 
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her   chapter  on the writer capacity to use the identity displacement to 
mediate and remediate different places of memory. The last part questions 
the past in relation to the process of coming to terms with it in the coun-
tries where the trauma of abusive regimes destroyed social bonds and had 
a lasting impact on the lives of the people. Is the past knowledge a key for 
the present politics of memory? Are women’s voices being heard and 
appreciated? Finally, are these societies prepared to accept and integrate 
women’s narratives of the past into the public memory discourse?

MeMory and the reMeMbrance of the Past

‘The past is a foreign country’, stated David Lowenthal, so we need to 
approach it carefully, with wonder and openness. At the same time, this 
‘foreign country’ of the recent past is constructed based on the memory 
and experiences of our parents and grandparents. Thus, it is never com-
pletely estranged, as the links that connect one generation and another 
never cease to exist, even if they can be disrupted by major historical and 
social events. ‘We can remember only thanks to the fact that somebody has 
remembered before us’ commented Luisa Passerini. Thus, ‘[r]emember-
ing has to be conceived as a highly inter-subjective relationship’ (2009, 
p. 2). Remembering the past is not an isolated, individual process, as it 
includes postmemory (Hirsch 1997), which is formed during and based 
on interactions with others, and the process of listening and becoming 
witnesses to their narratives. But how is the past intergenerational mem-
ory transmitted and what mechanisms are activated during its transmis-
sion? How can one truly separate personal memories from institutional 
forms, and personal experiences from political or ideological representa-
tions that often surround the collective remembrance? Della Pollock 
pointed out that every story and individual narrative is more than per-
sonal, as it is not possible to ‘own’ history at the personal level: ‘Any one 
story is embedded in layers of remembering and storying. Remembering 
is necessarily a public act whose politics are bound up with the refusal to 
be isolated, insulated, inoculated against both complicity with and con-
tested over claims of ownership.’ (2005, p.  5). To remember the past, 
especially referring to events that include major social and political changes, 
means to negotiate between different layers of the personal, political, and 
public memory. The lines that both unite and separate these strata of 
memory offer valuable clues about how one remembers the past. No nar-
rative of the past is ‘written’ in isolation, not the personal, public, nor the 
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gender-determined narratives; all are interrelated and influenced by past 
and present historical frames. The remembering process is influenced by 
the memories of our family and society, the political and cultural contexts, 
our present needs, and images projected from the present into the histori-
cal past. These images are determined by our personal aspirations and 
dreams, as well as by the public agenda. The past and its remembrance are 
summoned to respond to our present questions: What did we choose to 
remember from the past in order to make the present more accessible for 
us? How can we interpret past wrongs so that our personal and collective 
lives become more valuable? Critics of memory studies, whether they 
focus on personal memory or the institutionalization of memory at the 
level of national archives,2 have pointed out the fluid nature of remem-
brance, as well as the suspicion of past political or social manipulation in 
order to adequately respond to present needs. Vieda Skultans resumes this 
situation:

Whatever the rights and wrongs of such accusations, we know that personal 
memory is fluid and easily influenced, collective memory is a reification, 
personal identity is but a comforting illusion of permanence, or a culture- 
bound category conveying a false sense of agency to Western humankind 
and national identity is an unjustified extension of individual identity. (2014, 
p. 12)

What other solutions do we have for dealing with past traumas and 
events? Is it not this mix of personal and collective memories with the 
influence of institutional forms of memory that is the main way of access-
ing the past? Those who feel strong about the history-memory opposition 
relation will continue to protect their view of history as result of intangible 
scientific data and will reject the reliability of the memory as being subjec-
tive, personal, and changeable. They are right: memory is all of these 
things and more; no past moment remains the same if we compare two 
different memories of it. The past is permanently reconstructed in narra-
tives: ‘always representation, always construction’ (Hodgkin and Radstone 
2003, p. 2). Furthermore, the remembrance itself adds its own influence, 
adding different layers to past events: ‘[m]emories return to past experi-
ence but add their traces to the initial stories’ (Winter 2010, p.  11). 
However, are we the same? Are we identical to ourselves in the two differ-
ent moments of time when we remembered or listened to the same story? 
There are so many influences and repetitive constructions of the past 
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 during the process of remembering. Some of them are consequences of 
individual traits, others are socially and historically determined, and others 
are related to the narrative process and its effects. Thus, the focus of this 
volume is on the concept of multi-layered memory and narratives of the 
past.3 Narratives of the past are the result of the extremely elaborated pro-
cess in which memories are correlated and permanently negotiated 
between the agents of memory. On the other hand, the dualistic approach 
of history and memory of the past emphasizes an excessively unilateral 
perspective without considering the multi-layered nature of remembrance 
and the interplay between historical perspective and memory register.4 As 
Aleida Assmann observed, the current memory boom ‘reflects a general 
desire to reclaim the past’ and to individually position ourselves ‘in a wider 
historical perspective’ (2008, p. 54). The distinction made by Assmann 
between the three stages of the relation of history and memory—identity, 
opposition, and interaction—proves to be useful in understanding the 
polarity between memory and history, public and private memory dis-
course, and so on. This seems to be sensed in the societies that were in the 
past dominated by totalitarian regimes and inherently in the studies result-
ing from the analyses of the process of coming to terms with the past. 
After many years of history being used to serve the needs of totalitarian 
regimes, the next step is the creation of multiple versions of the past: of 
offering space to alternative and counter-narratives of the past.5 Only in 
this context can history and memory co-create new meanings and interact 
in a constructive manner to complete one another.

For those who have experienced past traumatic events, the task of shar-
ing memories can follow them throughout their entire lives, sometimes 
without finding the proper means of expression:

Witnessing is a general condition of agency, and in certain cases it is as much 
as one can expect of someone who has been through a limit-experience. (…) 
But just as history should not be conflated with testimony, so agency should 
not be conflated with, or limited to, witnessing. In order to change a state 
of affairs in a desirable manner, effective agency may have to go beyond 
witnessing to take up more comprehensive modes of political and social 
practice. (LaCapra 1998, p. 12)

In speaking about the personal past, one becomes a witness to past 
events, as personal memories and experiences are brought into the public 
arena. This act is no easy task, and the process of witnessing and testifying 
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(and the relationship between direct witnesses and indirect ones, and the 
connection of memory and postmemory) is one of the most complex and 
multi-layered relations that can be analysed in the realm of memory stud-
ies. The performative nature of remembrance is, as Jay Winter pointed 
out, defined by the act of ‘attending to the voices of victims and survivors’ 
(2010, p. 20). One of the most intriguing and touching expressions of this 
complex act of remembrance that involves witnessing and attending to the 
voices of survivors was offered by the writer Herta Müller when she 
explained her relationship with Oskar Pastior. He shared with her his 
memories of life in a Soviet camp and based on his memories, Müller 
wrote her book Atemschaukel (2009; The Hunger Angel, 2012). Müller 
(2011) confessed that the further she progressed in her writing about 
Pastior’s experiences in a concentration camp, the more she, herself, 
entered the concentration camp. After Pastior’s death, left only with her 
text, she understood that this was the only possible way. All along, Pastior 
needed to leave the camp, and she needed to enter it. Retelling a trauma, 
even in a fictionalized form, can become an instrument of liberation, espe-
cially for the second- or third-generation or for the agents of affiliative 
postmemory.

The quest that impels this volume is based on this complex and fasci-
nating relationship between the testimony of the past and the act of listen-
ing to past narratives. It is not only the question of societies’ willingness to 
integrate women’s narratives into the collective remembrance of the past 
that needs to be further explored; this volume seeks to show the essential 
character of the active listener, as this fragile and complex relationship 
sustains the act of witnessing the past and determines its remembrance. 
Thus, it is the aim of this volume to highlight all the actors involved in the 
process of remembering the past: both those who remember and those for 
whom the past is recalled. This leaves room for analyses of the cultural and 
social influences that continually shape our view of the past. The narratives 
of the past do not speak only about survivors and their traumas, but also 
about those for whom these testimonials are made. Speaking about the 
testimonial chain, Dori Laub resumed this relation between the witness 
and the listener:

because trauma returns in disjointed fragments in the memory of the survi-
vors, the listener has to let these trauma fragments make their impact both 
on him and on the witness. (…) As one comes to know the survivor, one 
really comes to know oneself; and that is not a simple task (…) (1992, p. 71)
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Remembering and life story writing, explained James V.  Wertsch 
(2002), are mediated through textual resources in the cultural space: 
school books, political discourses, different public media, and so on. 
Remembering is a continual process that pervades and mixes the layers of 
individual lives and the collective space of the public arena. Many victims 
of the totalitarian regimes that left their mark on major parts of Central 
and Eastern Europe never had the option of writing their memoirs. In 
some cases, their life stories were orally transmitted, but only to the mem-
bers of their own families. It can be hard for second- or third-generation 
family members to relate to the experiences of their parents or grandpar-
ents when their memories of the past are missing or one-sided. Furthermore, 
as years pass and the register of collective memory is influenced by political 
actors, the task becomes not only to fight the silence but also to rectify the 
distortion of past events (Passerini 2009). The question of this volume is 
related to the place occupied by the narratives of the past situated within 
the larger frame of the politics of memory in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Focusing on women’s narratives of the past, the volume shows different 
mechanisms used to relate to traumatic past events, not only by those who 
experienced them but also by those who became, through family or affili-
ative connections (Hirsch 2012), active listeners in the process of witness-
ing and giving testimony of the past.

disPlaceMent in central and eastern euroPe

Many historians and researchers have remarked on the difficulties and 
great challenges of the last century, a period when power politics nega-
tively impacted a large proportion of the global population through politi-
cal persecution, ethnic cleansing, displacement, and so on. The trauma 
that accompanied the ethnic conflicts and genocides of the twentieth cen-
tury deeply affected its history.6 Central and Eastern Europe is a geo-
graphical and political area where ethnic cleansing7 was implemented 
before, during, and after the Second World War. Some of the countries 
designated as being part of Eastern Europe8 during the Cold War were in 
fact located in Central Europe; thus, the concept used here, Central and 
Eastern Europe, is a political one, more than a geographical designation, 
and defines the space of Europe that fell under the rule of communist 
regimes after the Second World War.9 This is a geographical space where 
the differences between countries, ethnicities, and so on are as significant 
as the common elements, including their shared experience with totalitar-
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ian regimes, but a space that is ‘broadly characterized as postsocialist, post-
catastrophic, and (…) postcolonial.’ (Blacker and Etkind 2013, p. 2). The 
communist regimes that shaped the history of so many European coun-
tries are the main factor in the determination of this political designation. 
During and after the Second World War, Central and Eastern Europeans 
experienced one of history’s largest displacements of people: Millions of 
people fled their countries or escaped death only by leaving their former 
lives behind, and many others, for various reasons, lost forever their pre-
cious belongings and the support of their communities.10 However, as 
Tony Judt observed, ‘the scale of material destruction pales in comparison 
with the human losses, in Central and Eastern Europe in particular’ (1992, 
p. 84). Eastern Europe was also the place where ‘the Nazis had most vig-
orously pursued the Holocaust, where they set up the majority of ghet-
toes, concentration camps, and killing fields’ and where ‘Nazism and 
Soviet communism clashed’ (Applebaum 2012, p.  8) with disastrous 
results for the population.11 The physical and economic destruction in 
Eastern Europe was doubled by massive changes in ‘population distribu-
tion, and ethnic composition’ (Applebaum 2012, p.  10). The postwar 
period was also characterized by a massive displacement of the population. 
Anne Applebaum described this situation very well in her book The Iron 
Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe, 1944–1956, describing these 
years as the ‘years of refugees’:

(…) Germans moved west, Poles and Czechs returned east from forced 
labour and concentration camps in Germany, deportees came back from the 
Soviet Union (…). Some of these refugees returned home but, upon discov-
ering that home was no longer what it had been, struck out for new territo-
ries. (2012, p. 10)

Many of these forced displacements that shaped the Central and Eastern 
Europe demographic composition were based on ethnic cleansing. The 
UN Commission of Experts defined ethnic cleansing as ‘rendering an area 
ethnically homogenous by using force or intimidation to remove from a 
given area persons of another ethnic or religious group’. Robert 
M. Hayden (1996) underlined the fact that ethnic cleansing and genocide 
are intertwined and asserted that the separation of the two concepts is 
merely based on moral decisions. Norman M. Naimark (2001) described 
ethnic cleansing as a modern concept that differs from ethnic and religious 
persecution in that its definition involves two essential concepts for the 
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modern nation-state: the state and nationalism (p.  8). Consistent with 
Hayden, Naimark asserted that ethnic cleansing can precede genocide and 
can easily become it, as the Jews and the Armenian tragedies demon-
strated. Defining ethnic cleansing, Naimark highlighted its main charac-
teristics: It always involves violence, it occurs during a war or its aftermath, 
it is absolute, it not only implies physically removing the group from the 
territory but also involves deleting all traces of their existence (e.g. chang-
ing street names and destroying landmarks, all with the desire of forget-
ting that the ethnic group was ever there and removing any possibility that 
they might return), and their properties are handed to other members of 
the community (p. 193). Another principal characteristic of ethnic cleans-
ing is its being ‘inherently misogynistic’ (p. 195), with women being the 
main target. This is not only because they represent the main group due 
to the men being at war, but also because, in Naimark’s view, women rep-
resent the ‘biological core of nationality’ (p. 195).

After the First World War, the desire to form states that were ethnically 
homogeneous started to spread throughout the continent.12 The Paris 
Peace Conference of 1919 sought to resolve the issue of displaced popula-
tions due to the war or new state borders. Furthermore, the Treaty of 
Versailles contained special clauses for the cultural and economic protec-
tion of minorities (Ahonen et al. 2008, p. 5). The Treaty of Lausanne was 
the first international act that enforced a transfer of population between 
two nations—Turkey and Greece—that ended with the Ankara Convention 
seven years later. Greece also participated in a voluntary population 
exchange with Bulgaria; however, only 20,000 people returned to Greece. 
Regarding ‘the nationality problem in continental Europe’ Judt remarked 
that there were still some 25  million persons living in ‘someone else’s 
state’: ‘The Nazi occupation had gone some way to resolving this peren-
nial European problem by killing most of the Jews and some of the smaller 
stateless groups. After the war, the liberated states took the occasion to 
further this process by removing the Germans themselves.’ (1992, p. 88).

Adolf Hitler imposed the German policy of ethnic cleansing on the 
Jews in Europe, even if this was not the first time that Jews were seen as an 
unwelcome ethnic group (Fleming 1994; Frankel 1997; Marrus 1987; 
Pulzer 1988). Throughout European history, Jews have been subject to 
numerous mass expulsions from almost every country on the continent 
(Gilbert 2014; Hilberg 1985). After the First World War, with a new 
global structure in place, the largest community of Jews—approximately 
3 million—was living in Poland, all of whom were born in the old, great 
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empires: Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Germany. In Hungary, there were 
almost half a million Jews, followed by Romania with a similar number. In 
Germany, there were around 490,000, in Czechoslovakia 350,000, and in 
France 250,000 (Gilbert 2014, p.  14). Arieh Tartakower and Kurt 
Grossman, reviewing the 1933–1934 social and political contexts, pointed 
out that ‘the refugee movement had a rather tentative character. To many 
it seemed that the anti-Jewish excesses would pass, to be followed by a 
new Jewish policy, embodying moderate restrictions and disabilities. It 
was hoped that there would be only a limited exodus, and that the bulk of 
the Jewish population would remain in Germany.’ (1944, p. 29). In the 
following years, the Jewish migration began to affect Europe, as anti- 
Jewish movements started to take place in Romania, Lithuania, and 
Bessarabia. Some migrated to Palestine (but a small number, due to 
restrictions imposed by the British Mandate authorities), while the rest 
went to the USA, Britain, South Africa, Canada, France, Holland, Belgium, 
Brazil, Bolivia, and the European Nordic States (Bauman 2000, pp. 58–59; 
Kosmala and Verbeek 2011; Dawidowicz 1986). The non-aggression pact 
between Germany and Russia signed in August 1939 sounded the alarm 
for all Polish Jews, and in the first months of the German occupation, 
more than 5000 Polish Jews were killed. Starting in October 1939, all 
Jews living in the borderland of the General Government were officially 
made liable for two years forced labour with possible extension. By July 
1940, there were more than 30 labour camps (Gilbert 2014, p. 92). In the 
Lodz ghetto, there were more than 180,000 Jews, while the Warsaw 
ghetto contained almost half a million. In the summer of 1941, the first 
forced deportations and mass executions of Jews took place in Romania 
and Bessarabia. The end of 1941 culminated in the implementation of the 
‘final solution’, and Buchenwald and Chelmno became places of terror 
and death. By the end of 1942, the Germans needed to establish the infra-
structure needed for mass executions. More death camps were thus pre-
pared: Belzek, Treblinka, Sobibor, Birkenau (Piper 1998; Marrus 1997; 
Le Che ̌ne 1971; Hilberg 1985; Bauman 1997; Dobroszycki 1984). In the 
spring of 1942, deportations from all around Europe continued and in 
March of that year, the first trains arrived from France. The first deporta-
tions from Holland and Belgium took place in the summer of 1942, fol-
lowed by the deportation of Jews from Italy (Gilbert 2014, p. 315). In the 
last eight months of the existence of the Auschwitz-Birkenau complex, 
more Jews were brought. With the arrival of the Red Army in Polish ter-
ritory, Germans started the cleansings both in the camps and in the 
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 ghettos. More than 3000 of the 110,000 survivors at Mauthausen and its 
sub-camps died after they were freed. It is estimated that 6 million Jews 
died during the war, and only 200,000 survived the ghettos, camps, and 
death marches (Gilbert 2014, p. 673; Shepard 2011). In the next month, 
the ones who were in better physical condition left the camps to return to 
Eastern Europe in search of their families; it is believed that 70,000 left for 
Hungary and Romania, and several thousand to Czechoslovakia, Poland, 
and the Baltic states (Konigseden and Wetzel 2001, pp. 15–21; Browning 
2003).

Hitler also practiced what Bell-Fialkoff called a reversed cleansing when 
the ethnic Germans, the Volksdeutsche, were resettled from Eastern 
Europe to the conquered territories, especially the western part of Poland 
(1993, p. 114). By doing this, Hitler started the ‘unmixing’ (Glassheim 
2000, p. 465) of nations in Eastern and Central Europe, an action that 
was continued by the other states during and in the aftermath of the 
Second World War. According to Corni, ‘The transfer policy planned and 
carried out by the Third Reich was by far, the most extensive and best 
organised of all transfers of populations’ (2008, p. 18). For instance, in 
September 1940, the Reich signed an agreement with Moscow through 
which the German population from Bukovina and Bessarabia, almost 
150,000 people, the majority of them peasants, were transferred. In 
October 1940, another agreement between Germany and the Romanian 
government had as its purpose the repatriation of Germans from the south 
of Bukovina and Dobroudja; more than 215,000 people were transferred 
within weeks. In total, half a million Germans were repatriated from 
Volhynia, Gallicia, Bukovina, Bessarabia, Romania, the Baltic States, and 
South Tyrol, as well as approximately 270,000 from the USSR and 
Yugoslavia (Corni 2008, p.  19). In 1942, the RKFDV experts 
(Reichskommissariat für die Festigung des deutschen Volkstums) created 
the General Plan of Settlement that engulfed Luxembourg, Alsace, 
Lorraine, Bohemia, Moravia, the Baltic region, and territories of Poland 
that were occupied in 1939. The plan involved relocating more than 
12  million settlers over a period of 20  years. Furthermore, any people 
considered to be unsuitable were to be expelled from the territory.

The advance of the Red Army was another factor that caused massive 
population movements in Central and Eastern Europe. For instance, the 
Romanians who moved to Bessarabia and the north of Bukovina in 1941 
left the regions when the Russian army was approaching the borders. 
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