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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to fulfil two primary objectives. The first is to re-count the experience of flight 
and expulsion of ethnic Germans from their traditional areas of settlement in Czechoslovakia between 1945 
and 1949. The second is to assess whether or not the goals set and the message articulated by the Sude-

tendeutsche Landsmannschaft (Sudeten German Association/SdL), and its umbrella organisation the Bund 

der Vertriebene (Federation of Expellees/BdV) is of any significance for the politics of German-Czech recon-
ciliation given that the events covered here occurred outwith the lifetime of the large majority of the citi-
zens of either state. The paper concludes by arguing that the activities, concerns and values of the SdL, 
although by no means irrelevant, make no substantive contribution to the process of Czech-German recon-
ciliation because neither side is prepared to move away from entrenched positions regarding the rationale 
for and nature of the expulsion process. The paper further draws some observations from the case that 
may be germane to the wider study of refugee issues. 

 

1
 This paper draws on elements of K. Cordell & S. Wolff (2005) Germany’s Foreign Policy Towards Poland and the Czech Republic, 

London: Routledge. 
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1. Germans, Migration and Flight 

For centuries much of the geopolitical area that is today roughly contiguous with post-

communist Europe was marked by the remarkable linguistic and cultural diversity of its in-

habitants. One of the most widespread of the linguistic-cultural groups was that of the Ger-

mans; a term applied to those whose ancestors originated in territory that today comprises 

modern Germany and territories that lie adjacent to it. By and large, and contrary to popular 

mythology, Germanic-speaking peoples did not spread eastward primarily as a result of 

conquest and burning military ambition, but usually through more natural processes of mi-

gration encouraged by imperial dynasties and aristocratic magnates who valued the skills 

and technological prowess of German migrants, and who in the wake of invasion, plague 

and famine often needed to re-populate both town and countryside lest they became bar-

ren (Struve, 2000: 50–9). 

So from the early Middle Ages, a steady flow of colonists began to emanate from the Ger-

manic heartlands. By the late eighteenth century Germanic colonists were to be found as far 

as the Crimea to the south, the banks of the Volga on the east, Georgia to the south-east, 

modern day Estonia to the north and Bulgaria to the south. In addition through a process of 

colonisation, freely acceded incorporation and eventually outright naked territorial ambi-

tion, the borders of the German Empire gradually expanded to include lands to the east of 

the river Oder that had originally been under Polish rule. 

Today, the linguistic-cultural or if you prefer ethnographic map of the region is much 

changed. The diversity that characterised it just one hundred years ago has gone, presuma-

bly forever. State and nation have been rendered coterminous by the ‘usual methods’. What 

is perhaps lost sight of is that in the middle of the twentieth century, in addition to being the 

scene of the bloodiest conflict ever to strike humanity, Europe also witnessed the greatest 

refugee flows in recorded history. The number of people affected by these movements is 

almost literally beyond computation. They comprise both of people who fled or were de-

ported from their (ancestral) homelands and internally displaced people, particularly in the 

former Soviet Union. With regard to ethnic Germans the BdV claims that over 15 million 

Germans were expelled or fled from their homes between 1945 and 1949. They also claim 
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that around 2 million died in the process either by outright murder or as the result of en-

forced flight, or incarceration in forced labour camps (BdV, 2011). Whereas these figures are 

not beyond dispute, and indeed are often the cause of controversy between the BdV and its 

adversaries, neither are they wholly fictitious.  

Whichever set of figures is accepted, if we discount the Soviet Union’s internally displaced 

people (IDPs), the single largest group of people affected by this pattern of flight and forced 

migration was Europe’s German population. A process that in fact had begun under the Na-

zis (Heim ins Reich/Homeward to the Reich)2 was completed by the Soviet Power in concert 

with resurgent former victims of the Nazis and legitimised by the decisions taken at the 

Potsdam Conference of July–August 1945. Today the results of this forced migration are all 

but forgotten. Europe bears few visible signs either of the war itself or indeed its aftermath. 

War and consequent mass migrations are equated as being issues faced by the less-

developed world as if they are in some way alien to Europe, apart from possibly the Balkans 

and Caucasus, when in fact they form an integral part of the foundations of the contempo-

rary European state system and its related security architecture. 

That fact is something that should not be lost upon those who are concerned with contem-

porary refugee flows and their consequences. Indeed, lessons drawn from the European 

case may well have a broader application. As stated earlier, the results of Europe’s refuges 

crisis are all but forgotten save for the dwindling number of refugees themselves, their de-

scendants and a small band of scholars. Yet, on occasion echoes of the past occasionally 

intrude upon contemporary politics. In Germany, refugee associations banded together un-

der the umbrella of the BdV still exist and articulate a message that is simultaneously often 

out of step with current political realities and marginal. Yet, it is a voice that sometimes ex-

cites controversy, no more so perhaps than with regard to one of its affiliates, the SdL which 

claims to be the collective political voice of former ethnic German inhabitants of pre-Munich 

Czechoslovakia and whose relationship with the modern Czech state remains both contro-

versial and contested. 

 
2

 Heim ins Reich was a policy pursued by the Nazi regime of gathering ethnic Germans from outlying areas of German 

settlement such as Volhyn in modern-day Ukraine and from Russia’s Volga basin into the core areas of the hypothesised 
Greater German Reich. 
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2. The Age of Nations 

In Central and Eastern Europe after World War One, the right to self-determination for 

Germans (and Hungarians) was applied only selectively. In the former Habsburg lands of 

Bohemia and Moravia, the Czechoslovak national movement had the ear of the power bro-

kers and thus gained a more sympathetic hearing at Versailles. Dominated by its radical 

wing, led by among others Tomáš G. Masaryk, and Edvard Beneš, it embodied stereotypical 

romantic notions concerning the provenance, nature and geographic extent of the Czecho-

slovak nation and its hypothesised state (Gordon, 1990: 102ff). The circumstances surround-

ing the state’s foundation were hardly auspicious. Germans, Poles, Ukrainians, Jews and 

Hungarians were excluded from the revolutionary assembly of November 1918 (Hilf, 1986: 

63). If a (Czechoslovak) nation state was created in 1918, it was state that from the moment 

of inception had a problematic relationship with its various indigenous minorities who did 

not feel themselves to be Czechoslovaks either in terms of civic or ethnonational principles. 

To compound the problem, many Czech political activists were wary of their counterparts 

among the newly indigenous minorities as well as of Slovak activists unhappy with the po-

litical contours of the new state.  

There were more than three million ethnic German inhabitants of this new state, a figure 

that made them the second largest ethnic group in the country. Their relative weight within 

society was distorted by the fact that Czechs and Slovaks were lumped together as Czecho-

slovaks, despite the absence of a common language (Leff, 1997: 24). The sheer size if not the 

actual presence of the German minority presented a huge problem to the Czechoslovak au-

thorities. For the most part, they were settled in territorially compact areas adjacent to Aus-

tria and Germany; were economically advanced, and were generally alienated from the 

state from the moment of its inception. Had they been awarded the autonomy that they 

alongside the Hungarians and Slovaks believed was on offer it is possible that some of the 

sting might have been drawn from the arguments of ultra-nationalists. However, the domi-

nant Czech political elites feared German economic power, and were worried that if areas 

that contained substantial minority populations were granted autonomy, the state would 

collapse (Leff, 1997: 39). On the other hand, from 1926 onward, centre-right Czech parties 
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were prepared to share power with German parties. This new approach, which was built 

upon the realisation that previous strategies were simply not working, brought three bene-

fits. First, it, at least theoretically, helped promote identification of the state on the part of 

ethnic Germans. Second, it reduced the appeal of German revisionists. Third, it kept the 

communists, who were in fact the only mass inter-ethnic party in the country, at bay (Cor-

dell and Wolff, 2005: 16–29).  

Further, League of Nations guarantees concerning minority protection that the Czechoslo-

vak government had freely entered into were not applied according to the letter or spirit of 

either domestic or international law. Germans (and others) found themselves systematically 

excluded from the public service. In addition the government embarked upon various 

strategies designed and reducing the influence of domestic German capital upon the econ-

omy. By the mid-1930s Robert Henlein’s Sudetendeutschen Heimatfront/Sudetendeutschen 

Partei (Sudeten German Homeland Front/Sudeten German Party/SdP) had emerged as the 

dominant force on the German political scene (Historikerkommission, 1996: 28ff). At the 

general election of 1935 its blunt and strident demands for Anschluss (annexation) by Ger-

many, attracted the support of 64 per cent of the votes of ethnic Germans. German–

populated areas had been particularly badly hit by the depression of the 1930s, and it was 

not until 1937 that serious attempts to alleviate the economic situation were made (Otter, 

1994: 137). By that time it was far too late. The Sudeten German population, Nazi or other-

wise, overwhelmingly sought a solution in terms of secession. In September 1938, certain in 

the belief that the Czechoslovak armed forces would not (be allowed to) defend the state, 

the United Kingdom, France, Italy and Germany connived in the secession of the heavily 

German populated Sudetenland from Czechoslovakia. As if to demonstrate to Czechoslova-

kia just how friendless it was, Hungary and Poland subsequently helped themselves to tracts 

of (disputed) Czechoslovak territory. The final humiliation came in March 1939, when in the 

wake of a German-backed coup in Slovakia, Germany occupied the remains of Bohemia and 

Moravia and sponsored the creation of a clerical-fascist independent Slovakia.  
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3. War and its Consequences 

The approach of the Nazi occupation authorities in Bohemia and Moravia was more nu-

anced than it was in neighbouring Poland. Given that the Nazi hierarchy viewed a large mi-

nority of Czechs as being ‘capable of Aryanisation’, the ordinary Czech population was not 

subjected to the same type of random and organised acts of brutality as was their Polish 

counterpart (Seibt, 1997: 335—42). This is most emphatically not to say that the Czechoslo-

vak population was treated lightly. It is estimated that in occupied Czechoslovakia around 

70,000 gentile Czechoslovaks together with a further 70,000 Jews died either at the hands 

of the occupation forces or indirectly as a consequence of their presence (Kárný, 2001: 143).  

Unsurprisingly, in Czechoslovakia, as elsewhere, both the non-communist and increasingly 

powerful communist resistance movements came to reach a common view with regard to 

Germany and the Germans. This was that Germany should be rolled back to its ‘Carolingian 

core’ and that ethnic Germans resident in the Deutsche Ostgebiete should be ‘returned’ to 

the truncated German state. As early as 1942, the Allies had agreed in principle to truncate 

and dismember Germany. In light of the failure of the Versailles settlement, they were de-

termined that there would be no repetition of 1919. Equally important, however, were indi-

vidual aspirations of the Allied Powers, their conception of what precisely the German ques-

tion was, and the relationship that they had with each other and with Germany.  

The Western Powers seemed to believe that the key to maintaining the peace in Europe was 

to ‘disentangle’ its various population groups (Kramer, 2001: 6). The occupation of Germany 

and the strict control of its political and economic processes by the Allies were adjunctive to 

this belief and constituted part of the wider learning process. Over the course of a few 

years, their consequence was the division of Germany into two states, the development of 

very different political regimes in each of them, and their integration in the two opposing 

world systems during the ensuing Cold War.  

In the early years of the Cold War, the most dramatic way in which lessons had been drawn 

from the failure to solve the German question in 1919 was the expulsion of more than 12 

million Germans from Central and Eastern Europe, including some three million from 
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Czechoslovakia. It was the most dramatic episode of the learning process because of the 

sheer magnitude of the migration it implied and because of the brutality with which it was 

carried out. Such brutality was particularly so in the immediate aftermath of the war before 

the Allies had reached a formal consensus on the ‘orderly and humane’ transfer of ethnic 

Germans at the Potsdam Conference in July and August 1945. Nonetheless, the expulsions 

have to be seen in the context of the Second World War. German warfare and occupation 

policy in Central and Eastern Europe had been particularly vicious, and many members of 

ethnic German minorities in the countries affected had played an active role in it.  

As the war dragged on the Czechoslovak position and that of the Allies in general towards 

Germans had begun to harden. In effect, it became explicitly anti-German, which, given the 

circumstances, is hardly surprising. By early 1943, Beneš had swung his support behind 

those, principally the communists and the armed resistance movement in general, who ad-

vocated comprehensive and swift expulsion (Lemberg, 2000: 185ff). The final details appear 

not to have been worked out until the conclusion of the Košice Programme of 5 April 1945. 

Indeed, by that time the civilian population and resistance had begun to take matters into 

their own hands, with the period prior to the autumn of 1945 being marked by unbridled 

criminality on the part of elements of the civilian population acting in correspondence with 

the civil and military authorities.  

We should also acknowledge that not all ethnic Germans were expelled. The criteria under 

which some Germans were permitted to stay were strict and rigorously enforced. In essence 

exceptions were made only for those who had a consistent anti-fascist and pro-

Czechoslovak record; those with close Czech or Slovak family ties, and those that were 

deemed to be essential labour, such as the German miners of the Spiš area of today’s Slova-

kia. Exceptions were also made for some who had switched nationality during the period of 

German occupation, but who now sought the return of Czechoslovak citizenship on the ba-

sis that they were not ethnically German. As with the overall death toll, just how many 

Germans were affected by this process is still a matter of dispute. Various methodologies 

are employed designed either to ‘prove’ or ‘disprove’ Czechoslovak culpability with regard 

to the fate of the German population (Kučera, 2001: 230ff). Detail to one side, the result 
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was that, in absolute and percentage terms, the expulsion of Germans from Czechoslovakia 

was more comprehensive than it was from Poland, with only approximately 220,000 or 

around eight per cent of the pre-war population remaining following the end of the process 

in early 1949. On one occasion the wartime Minister of Defence Sergei Inyr expressed the 

objective in a particularly lurid manner. In a radio broadcast from London on 3 November 

1944, he urged on his compatriots by invoking the alleged ideological mission of the Hus-

sites: ‘When our day comes, once again our whole nation will chant the Hussite slogan: “Kill 

them, skin them, spare no-one”’ (Staněk, 2001: 217). The process of mass expulsion and 

flight from Czechoslovakia was by and large completed by late 1946. Thereafter, the expel-

lees/migrants increasingly came to be comprised of skilled workers and anti-fascists who left 

under the aegis of family re-unification programmes, and people of mixed descent who had 

opted for Germany. As we shall see, one of the main bones of contention between the SdL 

and successive Czechoslovak and latterly Czech governments is the domestic legal process 

that legitimised and authorised the expulsions. Here I am referring to the Beneš Decrees, 

issued in spring through to autumn 1945 which in part dealt with the fate of the remaining 

German population. Today the entire package is seen as forming an indissoluble element of 

the constitutional bedrock of the contemporary Czech Republic, and as such inadvertently 

serves to complicate relations with Germany.  

Those Germans who remained were expected to assimilate into the host society, and were 

not recognised as constituting a national minority until the political changes introduced in 

1969 following the crushing of the Prague Spring. Paradoxically, in the intervening period, by 

a process of drip feed, they were accorded a limited amount of cultural autonomy. In 1948 

and 1949, it had been made easier for Germans (and Hungarians), to re-acquire Czechoslo-

vak citizenship, and in 1953 it was compulsorily restored. On the socio-cultural front, from 

the mid-1950s restrictions were gradually eased, a limited German-language press was al-

lowed to circulate, and ethnic Germans were granted a small number of opportunities in 

which they could practise their culture (Rouček, 1990: 201ff). 
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4. Expellee Organisational Structures 

As a result of the expulsions from Czechoslovakia and elsewhere, the Western Allies faced 

something of a conundrum when dealing with the expellees and refugees. The trick was 

how to integrate them before they developed a special refugee group identity (Franzen, 

2001: 231). Eventually it was decided to reverse an initial ban on the formation of expellee 

organisations in the hope that such societies could in fact aid rather than hinder the integra-

tion process. The danger was that if the expellees remained outside the fabric of the emer-

gent Federal Republic they might well become prey to National Socialist remnants. So al-

though an official ban on expellee organisations in all three western occupation zones ex-

isted until 1949, refugees and expellees were allowed to organise themselves at the local 

level as early as July 1945 (Franzen, 2001: 257). Following the rescinding of the ban on the 

formation of state-wide organisations competing structures arose. Consolidation of various 

(competing) refugee/expellee groups under a single umbrella was accomplished in Decem-

ber 1958 with the establishment of the BdV (BdV, 2011). Today, the BdV has over 20 affili-

ates and seven special interest groups.3 

The political agenda of the various expellee organisations was laid down in the 1950 Charta 

of the German Expellees. This primary document has guided expellee demands and policies 

ever since and is a vivid expression of the identity of expellees as a particular group united 

by their collective experiences of suffering and their desire to correct the wrongs of expul-

sion. In the Charta, the expellees proclaimed their willingness to forgo revenge and retribu-

tion, to support the creation of a united and free Europe, and to contribute to the recon-

struction of Germany and Europe. On this basis, they demanded complete equality in West 

Germany: that the entire population share the financial burdens brought about by flight and 

expulsion; the integration of all occupational groups in the German economy, and the inclu-

sion of the expellees in the European reconstruction effort. Despite their demands being 

focused on integration in West Germany, the expellees insisted on their right to return to 

 
3

 German Balts; Banat Swabians; Berlin—Mark Brandenburg; Bessarabian Germans; Bukovina Germans; Germans from 

Danzig; Dobrudscha and Bulgarian Germans; Danube Swabians; Carpathian Germans; Lithuanian Germans; Upper Silesian 
Germans; East Prussians; Pomerania; Russian Germans; Sathmar Swabians; Lower and Upper Silesia; Transylvanian Saxons; 
Sudeten Germans; Weichsel-Warthe; and West Prussia. There are also sections for industrialists, youth, students, women, 
athletes, the deaf and farmers. 
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their particular Heimat and demanded that this be recognised as a fundamental human 

right (Charta, 1950).  

This continued demand for the right to return, even though it is increasingly claimed by the 

descendants of the refugees and expellees, to this day continues to cloud relations between 

the BdV and elements of society in post-communist Europe, especially in Poland and the 

Czech Republic.  

Over the years, the BdV has remained consistent to certain core principles. For example, in 

February 2010 the BdV’s Presidium confirmed its adherence to its founding Charta. It re-

peated its condemnation of (aggressive) war and genocide whilst calling for an honest ap-

praisal by all parties of the fate that befell the German civilian population in Eastern Europe 

between 1945 and 1949. The BdV also condemned the Nazi wartime occupation regimes 

and reiterated the hope that joint membership of the EU would facilitate complete recon-

ciliation and in so doing finally lay to rest the ghosts of World War Two (BdV, 2011)  

If we consider the wider political environment in the Federal Republic, it was only when its 

integration into the western world had sufficiently progressed by the mid-1950s through 

membership in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and the precursor institutions 

of today’s European Union (EU) that its leadership could, with a little confidence, turn east-

wards again. The first tentative steps toward reconciliation and rapprochement came with 

the Soviet-German Treaty of 1955. A further treaty with the Soviet Union in 1970, together 

with treaties with Poland (1970) and Czechoslovakia (1973), followed. These latter two trea-

ties were rejected by the apposite Landsmannschaften, precisely because the federal gov-

ernment confirmed its respect for the territorial status quo, with the signatory states assur-

ing one another of respect for each other’s territorial integrity and affirming that neither 

had territorial claims against the other (Bulletin der Bundesregierung, 1970: 1815, 1973: 

1631). Nonetheless, successive rulings of the German Constitutional Court rejected any sug-

gestion that the treaties with Moscow and Warsaw violated the assertion of Germany’s Ba-

sic Law. In other words that in the absence of a peace treaty, Germany still continued to 

exist in law within its borders of 1937. While this interpretation pleased the BdV, it did not 
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have a practical impact on the foreign policy of the federal government, nor did it create an 

opportunity structure within which the BdV could become more actively involved in foreign 

policy matters.  

Throughout the 1970s, the BdV lost influence, at first with the left, and then also with the 

Christlich Demokratische Union (Christian Democratic Union/CDU). The shrill nature of its 

rejection of the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Social Democratic Party of Ger-

many/SPD)-led Ostpolitik carried echoes of both the language of the 1930s, and the Federal 

Republic’s neo-Nazi movement. Only the BdV leadership and activists failed to see how they 

helped to bring others to this conclusion. Having said that, the extra-parliamentary left, 

which in turn helped later to spawn the Greens, was itself keen to portray those who re-

jected the Ostpolitik as potential neo-Nazis. It was only in the late 1980s, when the rhetoric 

between the BdV and the left had moderated that both sides were once again able to view 

the other as being legitimate (Meckel, 2004). As for the BdV’s relationship with the parlia-

mentary right, it was to be sorely disappointed when the CDU returned to government in 

1982. 

The insistence of leading BdV officials up until the late 1980s that the border question was 

still open led to serious disagreement with Helmut Kohl’s CDU-led administration. The po-

litical impotence of the expellee organisations became strikingly obvious in 1985, when af-

ter a personal intervention by Chancellor Kohl, the motto for the twenty-first annual con-

vention of the Silesian expellees had to be changed from ‘40 Years of Expulsion–Silesia Re-

mains Ours’ to ‘40 Years of Expulsion–Silesia Remains Our Future in the Europe of Free Peo-

ples’. The marginality of the Landsmannschaften was further illustrated in 1987 when Her-

bert Hupka, the chairman of the Landsmannschaft Schlesien (Silesia), lost his safe seat on 

the CDU list for the forthcoming federal elections.  

Yet, from the late 1980s, the lack of expellee political power was offset by a growing interest 

on their part in social and cultural issues in the expellees’ countries of origin, particularly at 

the local level. Activists, including many who had already been born in the Federal Republic, 

took advantage of the crumbling of the Soviet bloc. They began to commit more time and 
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funds to helping ethnic German re-settlers from Central and Eastern Europe (Spätaussiedler) 

integrate in German society, in preserving their own cultural heritage and traditions, and in 

developing and increasing cross-border human contacts with Czechoslovakia and Poland 

and other host-states of ethnic German minorities in Central and Eastern Europe. 

5. New Frameworks and new Challenges 

From 1989, the transition to democracy in Central and Eastern Europe provided an entirely 

different framework of new and enlarged opportunities for Germany’s external minority 

policy. On the one hand, democratisation meant the granting of such basic rights and liber-

ties as the freedoms of speech, association, and political participation, allowing ethnic Ger-

mans in their host-countries to form their own parties, stand for election, and actively advo-

cate the interests of their group. On the other hand, it also meant that there were no longer 

any restrictions on emigration, and given the experience of the past, many ethnic Germans, 

particularly in Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union and its successor states seized this 

opportunity and migrated to Germany. Both developments required a measured and care-

fully considered policy response. This was necessary domestically because of the enormous 

influx of re-settlers, and internationally in order to assure Germany’s neighbours in Central 

and Eastern Europe of the inviolability of the post-war borders, while simultaneously sup-

porting German minorities at qualitatively and quantitatively new levels whilst ensuring 

their protection as national minorities. All this had to take place within the framework of 

general German foreign policy premises, such as the support for the transition to democracy 

and a market economy, the creation of a new collective security order embracing all states 

in Europe, and respect for international law and human rights. 

Realising that the changed conditions after 1990 required a fundamentally different foreign 

policy approach, the German government embedded its external minority policy into the 

wider framework of its efforts to promote democracy, prosperity, and security in Central 

and Eastern Europe. Given the ethno-cultural demography of the region with its many albeit 

drastically reduced, national minorities, latent border disputes, and inter-ethnic tensions, it 

was obvious that the role of minorities would be a crucial. The ultimate test of successful 

democratisation would have to include an assessment of whether or not members of na-
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tional minorities, individually and collectively, were entitled to full equality and the right to 

preserve, express, and develop their distinct identities in their host-states. Furthermore, it 

would not be possible to operate a viable collective security system without settling existing 

ethnic and territorial conflicts and establishing frameworks within which future disputes 

could be resolved peacefully. Taking these assumptions as a starting point, the German gov-

ernment concluded that national minorities could play a crucial part in bringing about re-

sults in these two interrelated processes as they could bridge existing cultural gaps (Bund-

estagsdrucksache 13/10845: BMI-Pressemitteilung 18 May 1999, BMI-Pressemitteilung 14 

June 1999). The federal government sought to create partnerships with the Central and East 

European host-states and the German minorities living there that, on the basis of interna-

tional treaties and bilateral agreements would promote the government’s ‘overall foreign 

policy concept of a European peace policy of reconciliation, understanding, and co-

operation’ (Bundestagsdrucksache: 13/3195). Importantly, they sought to draw the Lands-

mannschaften in to this process. In so doing the government hoped that constructive en-

gagement on the part of the Landsmannschaften would steer them away from their old ob-

sessions and simultaneously demonstrate that the Landsmannschaften were not armed to 

the teeth, and ready to invade. 

By the late 1980s, even within the SdL calls for the revision of the Czechoslovak-German 

border were on the wane, although by no means absent. In reality, no German territory was 

at stake here. In theory, this should have made it easier for the two sides to settle their dif-

ferences on an amicable basis. However, for Czechoslovak public opinion, which for various 

reasons was and remains prone to confuse wider German public opinion with the posturing 

of the SdL, uncertainties persisted (Handl, 2004). By way of contrast with Poland, neither 

was the ethnic provenance of Czechoslovakia’s dwindling German minority in dispute. This 

absence of territorial and ethnographic disputes helps to differentiate the Czech case from 

its Polish counterpart. However, within the SdL there was and remains a keen desire to ob-

tain some form of recompense for what occurred during the years 1945–49. However, just 

what is meant by recompense is a matter not only of dispute but of interpretation. Some 

elements are keen to pursue to the Czech government through various national and interna-

tional courts. Others speak of the desire for a symbolic or figurative gesture of compensa-
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tion by the Czech government. Hard-liners further insist that the Czech Republic as a succes-

sor state to Czechoslovakia restore citizenship to those deprived of it under the terms of the 

Beneš Decrees. What did and does unite the Landsmannschaften of expellees from Poland 

and Czechoslovakia is that within the context of a united Europe that Warsaw and Prague 

explicitly repeal all legislation prohibiting the right of return. As we shall see, the EU acces-

sion process has not necessarily solved all residual issues stemming from the period 1938-

1949 and these matters continue to have a visible impact upon domestic politics in the 

Czech Republic. 

The collapse of communism came as unexpectedly for the expellee organisations as it came 

for the German government. Yet, the perception of the opportunities arising from the dra-

matic events in 1989/90 was rather different between the two. I have already re-counted 

the objectives of the federal government, which despite various changes of regime since 

1990; have in broad terms remained intact until the present day. Government policy, which 

was aimed at achieving unification, at the price of abandoning all territorial claims, was seen 

as unacceptable and treacherous by many in the leadership of the BdV. The rhetoric of ‘ex-

pellee’ of SdL activists with regard to the Sudeten German issue has on occasion been quite 

aggressive. In order better to understand the attitude of the Sudetendeutsche Landsmann-

schaft, it would be just as well to pause at this juncture, and consider the nature of Sudeten 

‘expellee’ society in Germany. Of all the various expellee groups, they are the most cohe-

sive, and have been the most adept at maintaining a collective identity (Hahn, 2001: 254). 

They not only maintain an interest in the folklore and history of the region from which the 

elder generation came, but also maintain an active political interest in that region. This is 

not to say that other Landsmannschaften are politically disinterested in their regions of ori-

gin. Rather, it is to say that protestations to the contrary to one side, contemporary politics 

is very often secondary to the purpose of re-creating the Heimat in Germany and organising 

Nostalgiereisen (nostalgia tourism) in the Heimat itself. Their cultural cohesion is comple-

mented by Sudeten collective political identity that articulates a strident message toward 

the Czech Republic. In fact, the way in which the Sudetendeutsche have embedded them-

selves within Bavarian society is seen by some Czech observers as a hindrance to the cause 

of Czech–German reconciliation (Larischová, 2004). It is argued that as a result they exercise 
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a disproportionate influence in internal Bavarian politics, at the federal level in Berlin, and 

most of all in Germany’s relations with the Czech Republic (Žák, 2004).  

Other observers argue that in recent years the SdL appears to have moderated its stance. 

They question, however, the extent to which this is tactical as opposed to genuine (Kunštát, 

2004). Nevertheless, a further group of Czech commentators points to distinct differences 

between various strands within the SdL, that manifest themselves in terms of varying de-

grees of flexibility toward their erstwhile co-citizens (Handl, 2004). Despite these apparent 

differences, the SdL leadership is united in its collective refusal to compromise with the 

Czech authorities on the citizenship issue and the Beneš Decrees. Their close relationship 

with the Bavarian Christlich-Soziale Union (Christian Social Union/CSU) also affords the SdL a 

national as well as a regional political profile. The SdL can rightly point to the fact that Sude-

ten Germans and their descendants have played a full part in the transformation of Bavaria 

from being a rural backwater into an economic powerhouse. Ultimately however, what 

guarantees the SdL the prominence it has in the Czech Republic is in fact wider societal apa-

thy in Germany towards the expellees and the issues with which they are concerned. 

That to one side, it is fair to say that in more recent years, however, the tone of the rhetoric 

has softened and more reconciliatory approaches have been made. In 1999, Erika Steinbach 

(since May 1998 the chairperson of the BdV), stated in a speech delivered to students at 

Charles University, Prague, that five decades after the end of the Second World War ‘coming 

to terms with the past cannot be about guilt and retribution. … We have to face the history 

of this century together in order to build a peaceful and prosperous future.’ She even ac-

cepted the critique of the Czech ambassador to Germany that it was painful for Czechs to 

hear her use the term ‘expulsion states’ (Vertreiberstaaten). She emphasised that today’s 

Czech Republic was a democracy that had not expelled any Germans; yet, she insisted that 

both the Czech Republic and Germany had to accept the legacy of the past. More impor-

tantly given the particularly sensitive relationship with the Czech Republic, Steinbach reas-

sured her listeners that although the expellees loved their ancestral homelands, ‘they re-

spect the dignity of the people living there now. And they do not want…that other people 

will ever be expelled.’ In the late 1990s, the Gerhard Schröder-led SPD/Green coalition also 
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recognised this shift towards moderation. In her address on the occasion of the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of the Cultural Foundation of the German Expellees, the chairperson of the Cul-

ture and Media Committee of the Bundestag, Elke Leonhard (1999) of the SPD, emphasised 

that nobody had the right to ‘discredit as revanchism the legitimate interests of the expel-

lees in the preservation of their culture and the public acknowledgement of their fate: terri-

torial questions that could affect national rights are no longer an issue….’  

At this point we should acknowledge that debates concerning the SdL and other Lands-

mannschaften take place within quite narrow confines of German society. As a result of the 

general disinterest that the German public evinces toward expellee issues, the SdL has the 

field to itself. It can therefore present itself in the Czech Republic as being the sole and au-

thentic voice of Sudeten German society (Handl, 2004). The fact that large sections of Ger-

man society have only the vaguest of notions about where the Sudetenland is (or was), is 

not apparent to wider sections of society in the Czech Republic (Pick, 2004), which in turn 

has a greater interest in its powerful neighbour. In effect the SdL is allowed to present itself 

as something that it is not. Indeed, both the Landsmannschaft and its wider purported con-

stituency demonstrate some peculiar features. First, fewer than 10 per cent express any 

desire to live in the former Czechoslovakia. Yet, particularly in Bavaria, where they are 

largely concentrated, the older generation still largely feels itself to be some degree alien-

ated from a society they have been a successful part of for over 50 years (Franzen, 2001: 

255). Unfortunately, these nuances are not necessarily apparent to a majority of Czechs. In 

the absence of alternative sources of information, and in the light of over-exposure in the 

Czech media, the SdL is viewed as being the authentic voice of (all) Sudeten Germans and 

their descendants. Czech media broadcasts of the SdL’s annual Whitsun convention simply 

serve further to cause anxieties among wider sections of Czech society (Larischová, 2004). 

This is not to say that the whole of Czech society continually frets about the activities of the 

SdL. In fact some acknowledge the fact that the SdL should be differentiated from the ma-

jority of Sudetenlanders who simply feel themselves to be German and not members of 

some dispossessed tribe (Křen, 2004). The problem is one of conveying that message to 

wider Czech society. 
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Within this context we must acknowledge that in the early 1990s the SdL’s long-term Bavar-

ian political ally the CSU, had a clear and well-defined rather negative view of Czechoslova-

kia that was informed above all through the prism of their close working relationship with 

the SdL. The consequences of this state of affairs should not be underestimated. The good-

will created in the summer of 1989 between Czechs and Germans could have been built 

upon in order to create a climate similar to that being created between Poland and Ger-

many. Yet in accordance with the predominant pattern of German-Czech relations, outlined 

above, the German chancellor did not accord Czechoslovakia the same priority as he did 

Poland (Handl, 2004). 

6. The Struggle to be Heard 

Two issues connected with the Second World War continue to influence German–Czech 

relations: restitution of property or adequate compensation thereof, and the right of expel-

lees to settle in their former homelands. Both issues have strong political implications. Dur-

ing the summer of 1999 the SdL demanded on several occasions that Czech accession to the 

EU be made dependent upon the restitution of property to expellees, or alternatively that 

they are adequately compensated. This stance did not go unnoticed in the Czech Republic 

(Brod, 2004). In March 1999 Chancellor Schröder made it clear that he would not support 

Sudeten German property claims and that his government did not intend to make any 

claims (BK Pressemitteilung, 9 March 1999). The SdL nevertheless persisted in their demand 

to link EU accession to a satisfactory resolution of the property question, often pointing to 

the examples of Hungary and Estonia, whose governments introduced legislation to this 

effect. The BdV was unsuccessful in its objective. The German government continues to re-

fuse to support such claims, and for the Czech government the matter is closed, having been 

regularised in international law by various wartime, and post-war agreements (Handl, 2004). 

Instead what is implicit to the accession agreements is that all Germans have the same 

rights as any other EU citizen who wishes to purchase property or reside in any EU member 

state.  

The Beneš Decrees remain the most controversial and potentially most explosive issue in 

wider German–Czech relations. They form an integral element of the political–legal founda-
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tions of the Czech Republic. They also, in part, dealt with the confiscation of German (and 

Hungarian) property in Czechoslovakia and citizenship issues in relation to members of the 

two ethnic groups. In recent years, the matter has re-surfaced at a number of levels, some 

of which have been exploited by expellee activists. In April 1999, a resolution was passed by 

the European Parliament in which its members called on the Czech Government, in the 

same spirit of reconciliatory statements made by President Havel, to repeal the surviving 

laws and decrees from 1945 and 1946, insofar as they concern the expulsion of individual 

ethnic groups in the former Czechoslovakia. In 2000 in a resolution of the European Parlia-

ment on the status of negotiations on the Czech Republic’s membership application, the 

European Parliament stated that it ‘welcomes the Czech government’s willingness to scruti-

nise the laws and decrees of the Beneš government dating from 1945 and 1946 and still on 

the statute books to ascertain whether they run counter to the EU law in force and the Co-

penhagen criteria’. 

In Germany, the European Parliament resolution was immediately seized upon by a group of 

CSU parliamentarians. They proposed a motion, co-sponsored by the CDU/CSU parliamen-

tary party, in which the federal government was asked ‘to take appropriate action in the 

spirit of the [resolution of the European Parliament] ... on its own and in collaboration with 

the other EU member states and the institutions of the EU.’ In October 1999, government 

MPs introduced a counter-motion. Here the Bundestag was asked to welcome the state-

ment by Chancellor Schröder and Czech Prime Minister Miloš Zeman of 8 March 1999, that 

‘neither government will re-introduce property issues [into their bilateral relationship] ei-

ther today or in the future.’ This motion received a majority vote both at committee stage 

and after a parliamentary debate in June 2000, while that of the CDU/CSU parliamentarians 

was rejected. 

The acrimonious levels of debate which mention of the Beneš Decrees can sometimes pro-

voke was demonstrated by the comment by Czech Prime Minister Zeman in February 2002 

that the Sudeten Germans were ‘traitors’ who had acted as ‘Hitler’s fifth column’ considera-

bly soured relations between the Czech and German governments. The then-German Inte-

rior Minister’s contribution to the debate was also controversial. In his address to the Sude-
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ten German Day in May 2002, Otto Schily of the SPD called on the Czech Republic to elimi-

nate the Beneš Decrees from its legal order, but also reiterated his government’s policy that 

none of this implied a demand for compensation or restitution of property. Further, in 2002, 

in an ultimately futile gesture, the then CSU leader Edmund Stoiber declared that his party 

would insist on a repeal of the Beneš Decrees prior to the Czech Republic’s EU accession 

because their continued existence contravened the Copenhagen criteria for EU member-

ship. The astonishing capacity that the expulsion of the Sudeten Germans has to affect 

Czech–German relations is thus not only a matter of bilateral and international relations, 

but also plays a part in domestic politics. Just as government and opposition in Germany 

traded blows over the issue in the run-up to the federal election of September 2002, it has 

also been a topic for Czech domestic pre-election politics. On the same day that Edmund 

Stoiber demanded the strict application of the Copenhagen criteria, (former) Czech Prime 

Minister Zeman in a further outburst during a memorial act at the former Theresien-

stadt/Terezín concentration camp declared that as they had supported the idea of ‘Heim ins 

Reich’, the expulsion had in fact fulfilled the Sudetendeutsche desire to live in Germany. 

Czech Interior Minister Stanislav Gross, Vice Premier Vladimir Špidla and leading opposition 

politicians further justified the post-war expulsions as having contributed to European peace 

and stability after 1945.  

The issue of a right for expellees to settle in their former homelands also regained promi-

nence in the political debate about the accession of Poland and the Czech Republic to the 

European Union. The expected extension of EU principles, including the right of residence in 

both countries, caused considerable unease within the Czech Republic. In turn, the issue 

played a role in the Czech EU accession referendum. Although scarcely reported on by the 

West European media, assorted nationalists and populists made great play of the ‘German 

threat’ on whose behalf the EU was allegedly acting. The overwhelming majorities with 

which accession was endorsed in both countries served as an indication that these argu-

ments carry progressively less weight in either country. The extent to which refugees and 

expellees, or indeed, increasingly their descendants would actually wish to move to the 

Czech Republic is open to question. Since the early 1960s opinion polls have consistently 

shown that the desire to return wanes with the passing of the years. In fact what seems to 
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be articulated is not so much the desire to return to either an unknown Heimat or to one 

that has changed out of all recognition, but rather an aspiration and the right of free resi-

dence within the EU. Problems result from the factors cited earlier in the section and the 

sheer stridency of the BdV’s message coupled with their reluctance to contextualise the 

expulsions within a wider framework. 

7. The SdL Today 

In terms of current organisational structures, the SdL is governed by a federal assembly 

comprised of 86 representatives drawn from the membership of the base organisations. The 

official Spokesman (Sprecher) of the base groups is long-time Sudeten activist and CSU 

Member of the European Parliament (MEP) Bernd Posselt. The federal chairman of the SdL 

is Franz Pany (SdL, 2011). The SdL therefore operates under a system of dual executive 

power. In turn we find the SdL consists of 16 Landesgruppen, 363 district groups, and almost 

2,000 local groups. It has a claimed overall membership of 250,000 and claims to have 

150,000 subscribers to a total of over 60 magazines and newspapers affiliated to the SdL. 

Apart from operating in Germany and Austria, the SDL claims to have branches in among 

others Argentina, Canada, Italy and the United Kingdom (SdL, 2011). These figures set it 

apart from other Landsmannschaften who for a variety of reasons are smaller and less ac-

tive than the SdL. It also possesses a youth wing the Sudetendeutsche Jugend (Sudeten 

German Youth/SdJ) whose primary objective is to promote contacts between young Czechs 

and young Sudeten Germans (SdJ, 2011).  

As noted earlier, we find that once people actually engage with one another the aforemen-

tioned reservations and issues of high politics are placed firmly on the back burner. This ap-

plies as much to members of the Landsmannschaften as it does to ordinary Germans and 

Czechs. Examples of co-operation include the restoration of churches, theatres, cemeteries 

and monuments, the creation of small Heimat museums and so forth (Larischová, 2004). 

Increasingly, the SdL has made efforts to foster dialogue between itself and the former host 

state. Joint workshops have taken place that bring together officials and activists from both 

sides and explore the past and, even more importantly, ways of how to build the future. 

Nevertheless, these contacts can easily awaken old fears and re-ignite similarly aged contro-
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versies (Brod, 2004). On the other hand, information trips (Informationsreisen) to the for-

mer hometowns and villages of expellees are designed to assess the specific needs of these 

regions and initiate aid programmes. Even less formally, many expellees, their children and 

grandchildren have become involved in projects that facilitate the reconstruction of their 

former homelands after decades of communism, most of them without any intention of 

resettlement, promoting border revisions, or the like. From this perspective, the work of the 

refugees, expellees, and their descendants has made a significant and positive contribution 

to Germany’s post-1990 external minority policy. It has fostered reconciliation and has been 

a part of the efforts to improve the living conditions of German minorities in their host-

countries. On the whole, representatives of the BdV certainly present a positive picture 

(Koschyk, 2003). Some Czech observers are keen to differentiate between the successes of 

ordinary members of the SdL, and the organisation itself. For some, no matter how hard it 

tries, the SdL as an organisation does not play a positive role in Czech–German relations. 

From this perspective the answer as to why this is the case is obvious: Adolf Hitler and a 

refusal on the part of the SdL fully to acknowledge the complicity of wide sections of Sude-

ten German society in the destruction of Czechoslovakia (Pick, 2004). Instead of facing up to 

the reality of complicity it is further argued that the SdL presents itself as the organisation of 

among the first Germans to have been duped by Hitler, and who are therefore to be 

counted among his earliest victims (Kovanic, 2004).  

The SdL continues to pursue the argument that the Sudetendeutsche were victims of state-

sponsored criminality following the re-establishment of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1945 

(SdL, 2011). Despite the fact that under the terms of the 2004 EU accession agreements, 

Sudeten Germans as individual citizens have the same opportunities as all other EU citizens 

to reside and purchase property in all EU states, the SdL continues to call for the collective 

right of return, and restitution or where not possible compensation. However, this rather 

unsurprising finding tells only part of the story. As indicated earlier in the section, the SdL 

also pursues a number of other objectives that are more easily attainable. These include 

preservation of the integrity, cohesion and culture of the Sudeten Germans and to work for 

the creation of an (international) state system within which genocide, ethnic cleansing and 

state-sponsored discrimination are forbidden and where the rights of minorities are guaran-
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teed and protected. Since November 2003 the SdL has sought to increase its involvement in 

Czech society through sponsorship and partnership programmes with various public and 

private sector actors in areas of former German residence in the Czech Republic. Once again 

reconciliation and the breaking down of barriers are the twin objectives. The activities in-

volve sponsorship of dance groups, school exchanges and co-operation between the 

churches (SdL, 2011). Core to the SdL’s overall ambit in this area is the work of another af-

filiate the Sudetendeutsche Heimatpflege (Sudeten German Homeland Conservation) that 

seeks to document the German cultural inheritance of the Sudetenland, concentrating upon 

such themes as genealogical research, oral history, newspaper collation and musical heri-

tage. According to the Sudetendeutsche Heimatpflege, the collapse of communism created a 

new opportunity structure that it seeks to use to the common good (SH, 2011). Finally 

within the context of this review we should note that the SdL places great store on the 

Sudetenland’s wider cultural heritage. It awards an annual culture prize for lifetime 

achievement as well as prizes for contribution to fields such as the performing arts, litera-

ture and science. Among the pantheon of Sudeten German greats are included the poet 

Rainer Maria Rilke, the composer Gustav Mahler, the political activist Karl Renner, Ferdi-

nand Porsche, Sigmund Freud and none other than Oskar Schindler (SdL, 2011). 

The SdL works closely with its sister organisation in the Czech Republic, the Landesver-

sammlung der Deutschen in Böhmen, Mähren und Schlesien (National Assembly of Germans 

in Bohemia, Moravia and Silesia/LDBMS), which seeks to promote the individual and collec-

tive interests of the residual German minority in the Czech Republic, which in the census of 

2001 was estimated to number just over 39,000 individuals. In common with the SdL the 

LDBMS seeks to promote minority rights, engage with German and Czech youth, preserve 

the memory of previous generations, create a better climate for the dissemination of 

knowledge and education and to seek compensation and/or restitution for losses received 

as a result of unjust actions. It organises summer camps for children, educational seminars 

for adults and an annual cultural festival The LDBMS is also involved in the running of the 

two remaining German language schools in the Czech Republic, respectively a junior and 

grammar school, both based in Prague. In organisational terms, the LDBMS’ National As-
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sembly that co-ordinates the activities of 23 registered affiliates, which in turn use 12 con-

vention centres (LDBMS, 20011). 

I shall conclude this section by considering the case for arguing that changes in attitudes 

between the bulk of Czech society and the SdL have occurred in recent years. In the absence 

of access to any hard empirically based fieldwork, any findings must be taken as being ten-

tative. On the positive side we find that since March 2003 the SdL has had a Prague office. 

The objectives of the office are several. Apart from sharing the SdL’s overall mission, the 

Prague office has the specific role of attempting to facilitate greater face-to-face contact 

between Czechs and (Sudeten) Germans and between German and Czech politicians. The 

Prague office also has the task of monitoring the Czech press in an attempt to gauge chang-

ing Czech perceptions and in particular in trying to engage with Czech youth (SMP, 2011). 

Further in December 2010, the Prime Minister of Bavaria Edmund Stoiber made an official 

visit to Prague. According to the BdV the visit took place within the context of a more re-

laxed and open attitude in the Czech Republic toward the on-going controversy surrounding 

the expulsions (BdV 2011). Indeed, the fact that Bernd Posselt was part of the delegation 

and that the visit passed without serious incident indicates that there may be some truth to 

the BdV’s claim. The fact the SdL actually has a Prague office may also be a sign of the extent 

to which times have changed. Certainly prior to the EU accession process having swung into 

action after 1992, such a development would have been completely unthinkable. 

On the other hand, we should note how Czech President Václav Klaus sought to utilise the 

Sudetenland issue prior to his reluctantly signing the Lisbon Treaty in November 2009. If 

there had been no political mileage in the Sudeten issue he would not have sought to in-

strumentalise it in the way in which he did. Whether or not the Eurosceptic Klaus really be-

lieved that he needed to check with the courts in order ensure that signing the treaty would 

leave the Czech state open to claims for damages from the SdL is an issue that we can easily 

put to one side. What we need to acknowledge is that Klaus’ calculation was based on gar-

nering public support for his stance by invoking the German bogeyman. The fact that some-

one of his stature could do that, whilst scarcely provoking censure tells us that for some the 

road to reconciliation remains closed. 
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8. Conclusion 

What wider lessons can be drawn from this review? As stated in the opening section, twen-

tieth century Europe bore witness to the greatest refugee flows in recorded history. That 

these events are largely forgotten unlike the war that begat them, perhaps serves as testi-

mony to the success of various European governments in rebuilding societal and economic 

infrastructures and in integrating refugees and IDPs.  

Yet, despite this success, we still live in a world in which one of its defining political features 

is the presence of continuous refugee flows and in particular of IDPs. It would be facile to 

argue that because Europe solved its own post-war refugee problem so successfully that 

most Europeans born after 1950 are barely aware that such a problem ever existed, the 

European solution can be grafted onto other continents. Yet, there may well be lessons that 

policy-makers, activists and indeed refugees themselves can draw upon from the wider 

European experience, and indeed that of the Sudeten Germans themselves. These lessons 

can be both positive; for example on how to maintain group identity, if that indeed is de-

sired, and negative; after all the SdL’s relations with the bulk of Czech society are hardly 

close. Whatever the case, careful comparative analysis may render clues on how strategies 

of reconciliation and integration may be best pursued. 

If we elaborate a little further, this modest study gives some indication of how a refugee 

community can maintain internal cohesion and identity even when increasing numbers of 

that community are not refugees at all, but were actually born after the occurrence of the 

events that brought about flight. The status of ‘refugee’ or ‘expellee’ thus becomes some 

kind of heredity title, if not in fact a status symbol and resource. Here, there are clear and 

obvious, albeit inexact parallels with other more prominent refugee groups. The Sudeten 

case also illustrates how integration, in this instance within the fabric of Bavarian society, 

can be achieved without outright assimilation and the reduction of identity to glorified folk-

loric status or memory. Thirdly, the Sudeten case illustrates how the politics of memory can 

impinge upon contemporary political realities and make the task of reconciliation between 

peoples and states harder to achieve. In this particular instance many Czechs find it difficult 

to admit that the Beneš Decrees did not differentiate sufficiently between the guilty and the 



Ethnopolitics Papers | No. 11 

 
 

            

24 
 

innocent and that what occurred in the aftermath of war was a violent expulsion, in which 

the rule of law was either absent or twisted beyond recognition. By the same token, a ma-

jority of the SdL’s adherents gloss over the fact that by the mid-1930s a majority of Sudeten 

Germans gave their support to a sister party of the German National Socialists. Hitler’s mes-

sage was clear and audible to all who wanted to listen. Protestations that many Sude-

tenlanders were in some way duped are simply not sufficient. Only when both sides ac-

knowledge the shortcomings of their maximal positions will genuine reconciliation become 

possible. This is a maxim that has a wider application than the case of the SdL and Czech 

society, and is one that should be acted upon. 
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