The Moral Issue in the Expulsion of the Germans from Eastern Europe In the Postwar Period, 1945-1949.
A paper written by Ken Milano
for Russell Weigley’s History of World War II,
a class taught by him at
Temple University, Philadelphia, PA, circa 1990.

At the end of World War II and in the years immediately following, the United
States with her allies (Great Britain & Russia) became involved in a situation that would
create genocide one third of the size of the Jewish Holocaust. In their zeal to quickly
resolve ethnic strife in Eastern Europe, as well as appeasing the Russians, America and
Britain agreed at the Potsdam Conference (17 July-2 August 1945) to expel all people of
German ethnicity from Eastern Europe. Although this transfer of population was to be
"carried out in a humane manner," the expelling countries either failed or ignored the
agreed upon transfer schedule of these people.
Until adequate facilities for transportation, feeding, housing and medicinal needs
could be met; the Germans were not to be transferred. The result of the Russian, Polish,
and Czechoslovakian government’s failure to control these expulsions resulted in the
deaths of approximately 2.1 million people. Most of these ethnic Germans died of
disease and starvation. A number of these individuals, mostly old men, women and
children, died brutally at the hands of the Red Army. Still others, who were younger and
stronger, were taken to Siberia to work in slave labor camps where some of them served
five years or more and were released. Others were never heard from again. These
expelling countries were also responsible for senseless killing, raping and the looting of
property.
This movement of population first started in October of 1944 as the Russian Red
Army advanced into East Prussia. As the German Army retreated they helped as many
German citizens to leave as they could. The advancement of the Soviet forces was so
quick however that the German Army could not evacuate all of its citizens. This situation
created a massive flight of the German citizens who feared the Russian Army. This flight,
coupled with the agreements of the Potsdam Conference mentioned above, was the
beginning of the displacement of approximately 15 million Germans from their homes in
Eastern Europe. Some of these Germans had been living in Eastern Europe for hundreds
of years. The stated loss of 2.1 million lives in this exodus is even more appalling when
you consider that America and Britain, the so called "good guys," were silent partners in
this tragedy.

The significance of this event is that it is another example, along with Allied
bombing of German civilians, of the loss of a traditional moral principle of western
culture. What this story of German genocide shows is a chipping away of our “JudeoChristian tradition" of how we treat those we do not like. The moral issue involved in this
tragedy is a foundation basic to Western Civilization; "We are judged by how well we
treat our enemy."
The English language literature of this "epoch-making" event is scarce and the
telling of it is even more so. Much has been written and many know of the Jewish
Holocaust and the incendiary bombings of Germany and Japan. The sad story of this
German pogrom is not widely known. The story of this event is uncomfortable for
Americans and British alike. After all, we were the "good guys." How could we act so
cruelly?
This paper will review only those contemporary accounts of the event in order to
reveal a picture of the individuals and groups that refused to sit bye and watch the
atrocities being committed on the Germans in the name of democracy. It will show that
most people who were willing to speak out on these atrocities tended to be either left
leaning or affiliated with religious groups. Many were also on record very early as being
anti-Nazi. Critics of those who spoke out against the German expulsion often tried to
slander them by calling them Nazi sympathizers.
Religious groups such as the Roman Catholic Church and the American Friends
Service Committee were early opponents of the transfer of German populations. Msgr.
Edward E. Swanstrom, spokesman for Catholic War Relief Services, published a book in
1950 entitled "Pilgrims of the Night." This book is based on Swanstrom's first hand
experiences traveling through war devastated Germany. Swanstrom brings to life the
despair of Germany through his eye-witness account. The American Friends Service
Committee in 1949 published a pamphlet about the German problem in Europe. With a
long history of humanitarian and pacifist ideals, the pamphlet "The Problem of 12
Million German Refugees" by Betty Barton is an example of the type of literature which,
while not being critical of the Allies, was useful in spreading the plight of the displaced
Germans.
Humanitarian and leftist Victor Gollancz, founder of Victor Gollancz, Ltd., a
publishing firm in England, was probably the most outspoken opponent of the German
expulsion in England. In two books, "Our Threatened Values" and "In Darkest
Germany,” published in 1946 and 1947 respectively, Gollancz brings to life the expulsion
problem. "Our threatened Values" is a philosophical book which questions the moral

dilemma of the expulsion, whereas "In Darkest Germany” contains a factual account with
numerous photographs of the displaced Germans themselves.
By far the most interesting group who protested the displacing of the Eastern
European Germans was the left leaning Committee Against Mass Expulsion. This group,
formed in New York City, was composed of intellectuals, educators and writers. Norman
Thomas, Roger N. Baldwin, and John Haynes Holmes, founding members of the
American Civil Liberties Union, were members. Educators John Dewey and George S.
Counts as well as journalists Dorothy Thompson and Oswald Garrison Villard were also
members of the group. With occasional articles in the "New York Times" the Committee
kept the issue of German expulsion from fading out of the media's watch. In 1947 the
group published a pamphlet entitled "The Land of the Dead; Study of the Deportations
from Eastern Germany." By far this pamphlet was the harshest contemporary critique of
the Allied governments’ inaction on the German problem. Not until Alfred de Zayas book
"Nemesis at Potsdam," published in 1977, was there any real critical analysis of the
passive role of the British and American Governments involvement in the German
catastrophe.
The overriding theme of all of the above works is the fear of the loss of man's
moral principles. The Rt. Rev. Edward E. Swanstrom, in his book "Pilgrims of the Night;
a study of expelled peoples," takes a serious look at this moral principle. Swanstrom
thinks that the death by starvation and disease, of women and children, is comparable to
the treatment of the Jews by Hitler. Calling the reasoning of the expelling countries a
theory of "mass guilt," the Allies indictment of the German citizens is a "violation of the
rights of man." Swanstrom well knows the situation in Germany, as executive director of
the War Relief Service of the National Catholic Welfare Conference; he helped to set up
the displaced persons centers in the sector occupied by the United States in 1945.
A major concern of Reverend Swanstrom is the "Diaspora Catholics." These are
the German Catholics who have no church to worship in or priest to serve them. It is
obvious that Swanstrom, a catholic priest would be concerned about this, but one has to
think with extreme shortages in food, clothing and shelter, that the spiritual well being
could be suspended momentarily. The idea that one would feel sympathy with a priest
who is forced to ride a bicycle over long distances in bad weather to administer to his
flock while people are starving and dying in the streets seems a bit odd. With this picture
of a struggling priest, Swanstrom appears to be trying to appeal to those Catholics sitting
at home, in their comfortable parishes, to contribute monies towards the Catholic relief
effort.

The Reverend Swanstrom and his National Catholic Welfare Conference fail to
take a political stance. Swanstrom does criticize Russia, the main perpetrator of the
atrocities, but fails to condemn the silence of Britain and America. This stance makes one
wonder if Swanstrom's attack on Russia is not motivated by the Communist
government’s belief in Atheism. Or could it be that Swanstrom is soured by the Soviet
treatment of Catholic priests who sometimes died at the hands of the Russians?
Throughout Swanstrom's book he attempts to bring the German problem to a
personal level by interviewing and visiting the actual displaced Germans. This aspect of
Swanstrom's book is effective in bringing it all home to the reader. The figure of 15
million people starving, dying of disease, being murdered and raped is almost too large
for it to be real. By Swanstrom bringing the reader into the concentration camps, which
are the temporary housing of the expelled German's, he personalizes the experiences of
the 15 million. By talking with, by hearing and feeling the terror and sorrow, we are left
with a numbness of the likes of which one should never have to experience.
Betty Barton, the author of the American Friends Service Committee publication
"The Problem of 12 Million German Refugees,” is straight forward about the apolitical
stance she takes on the placing of blame for the evacuation of the Germans. This author
however hints at her sympathies for the Allies in the "suddenness of victory" which
"caught the invaders off guard," and prevented them from being able to handle the
onslaught of the German expellees. Since the Allies were signers to the Potsdam
agreement, and since it was obvious that the war was winding down, Miss Barton should
be able to see that the Allies should have been better prepared with alternative plans
worked out between them for the handling of Germany after the war was over.
Similar to Reverend Swanstrom's book "Pilgrims of the Night," Barton takes the
reader on a personal trip into a hypothetical case of a refugee in order to discover what
the problems of a refugee are. This exercise is not totally necessary since one can easily
determine what it is like; hell! How the author can take this trip and describe the
hardships without wanting to vent some frustration borders on sainthood. What Barton
does do is give the reader a good insight into the course of action that the refugee's took
in trying to gain back some form of dignity. By organizing and drawing up a "Bill of
Rights" the refugee's took back what the Allies had taken from them, the basic rights of
man. Barton thinks that acceptance of the Allies decision on the part of the refugee's, as
well as the acceptance by non-German opponents of the expulsion, is the right course of
action. With the coming of the Cold War soon after the end of the hostilities of World
War II, the German refugee's are better off accepting their fate and pulling together to try

to rebuild their future no matter how bleak it looked. The Cold War presence meant that
only through the threat of military action on the part of the United States and Britain
could the expulsions of the Germans from Eastern Europe, carried out by Russia and
Russian dominated countries, be possibly stopped.
The issue of the morality of the decision of expelling the Germans from Eastern
Europe is taken up by English author and humanitarian, Victor Gollancz. Gollancz, who's
father was a rabbi, could never be accused of being a Nazi sympathizer for taking a
stance on the behalf of German people. Gollancz was a fervent anti-Nazi since the early
1930's as well as being a Jewish socialist. "Our Threatened Values," a book which
Gollancz published under his own press, is a thorough examination of the concept of
"respect for personality" as it applies to the post-war period. Gollancz thinks that this
concept of "respect for personality," is a basic tenant of Western Civilization. This idea of
"respect" is what we "recognize in every human being, and to a certain extant, in every
living thing, something special, particular, concrete, and individual, unique... something
in its own right." This concept harkens back to the idea, "We are judged by how we treat
our enemies."
Victor Gollancz seems to think that the atrocities forced upon the German
expellee's of Eastern Europe as well as the "pleasurable triumph" of the execution and
hanging of war criminals at Nuremberg, is a "blaspheme against respect for personality."
Gollancz believes that the major threat to our civilization is not the atom bomb but the
eroding of "respect for personality." This threat was expressed in Fascism and the Nazi
movement, where it reached its "final expression." It is because of these thoughts about
"respect for personality" that Gollancz fears for a society that in the name of winning the
war against Nazi Germany, would carryout such disrespect to German civilians and
soldiers alike after the war was over. It is Gollancz's fear that the defeat of the Nazi's does
not bring an end to the disrespect of personality. The horror of the Nazi's was "not an
isolated phenomenon." It was the "expression, so far, of tendencies which had for a long
time been growing stronger." Gollancz sees these tendencies still at work, especially in
the treatment of those German civilians of Eastern Europe who are forced to leave their
centuries old homes.
In a rather wordy paragraph Gollancz states, "In every human being there are two
competing impulses: the impulse to assert oneself, and the impulse to cooperate with
others. Greed, selfishness, cruelty, and the pursuit of power are modes of the first; any
practice of charity, mercy or service is a mode of the second." These two impulses are
constantly competing. "The art of civilization consists, on the one hand, in partly curbing

and partly sublimating the impulse of self-assertion, and on the other in strengthening the
impulse of cooperation and in extending the area of its activity." For Gollancz's post-war
world, this art of civilization was breaking down. The value of "respect for personality"
was threatened.
In Gollancz's second book "In Darkest Germany," the reader is given a less
philosophical book although the theme of "Our Threatened Values" still runs throughout.
In this book, published in 1947, Gollancz supplies 144 photographs to enlighten the text.
Seeing the despair and hardships of the Germans through the photographs, the reader
comes away with a feeling of loss. A loss for the respect of a country, which would be a
partner in these crimes. The book is a choppy work with short dispatch like parts. The
only two long pieces are on health and housing. Gollancz, wanting to reach the public
with his findings of his trip through Germany, hurriedly published the book in the hopes
of getting the German expellee's the attention they needed.
Focusing on the basic everyday events and items, which are taken for granted in
America and Britain, Gollancz synthesizes his writing with that of the images of the
photographs. Obviously Gollancz uses these photographs, containing the worst depictions
imaginable, to wake us up. "In Darkest Germany" is written for shock value, unlike "Our
Threatened Values" which Gollancz took much more time in thinking it out and writing it
down. "In Darkest Germany" is a type of book that one often mistake's as a propagandalike assemblage of old photo's and made up text. Unfortunately, the book is a telling fact
of the conditions that the German's were forced to live under. Victor Gollancz in his
attempt to portray the horrendous events of post-war Germany could not have done much
better if he did lie.
The last look at the contemporary accounts of the expulsion of Germans will be
the Committee Against Mass Expulsion. This Committee, made up of leading liberals of
the day, was active in the New York City area in the last years of the 1940's. A pamphlet
published by the Committee in 1947 entitled "The Land of the Dead; Study of the
Deportations from Eastern Germany," has a manifesto-like introduction signed by 19
members of the group. The Committee Against Mass Expulsion, by their name alone,
shows the political nature of the group. Unlike the American Friends Service Committee
and the Catholic Relief Agencies, the Committee Against Mass Expulsion intends their
pamphlet to be an indictment of America's involvement in the displacement of Germans.
"Land of the Dead" focused on the plight of the largest group of expellee's, those
Germans in the East Germany sector that was occupied by Communist Russia. Giving a
brief outline of the historical problem of the refugees, the most important aspect of this
pamphlet is the declaration which the group offers; the idea of "mass deportations" as

never being able to be "humane" or "orderly," (a reference to Article XIII of the Potsdam
Conference which allowed the expulsion).
The Committee Against Mass Expulsion takes the strongest stance of the legality
of the transfer of the peoples. Attacking the Russian installed Government in Poland
instead of attacking the Polish citizens, shows their aim of pursuing only those who are
truly responsible. The Committee argues that the violation of the Atlantic Charter by the
Russian's in annexing part of eastern Poland, does not make it right to violate the Atlantic
Charter a second time to enlarge Poland in the west. Concerned "for those standards of
justice and humanity which used to be the pride and armor of American policy," the
Committee protests the acquiescence of the United States involvement.
The Committee Against Mass Expulsion, when compared with all other
opponents of the expulsion of the East European Germans, was the most outspoken
group. Due to their liberal makeup and the activist nature of their members it was only
natural that they were. The group was founded based on this issue. Leftists and other
liberals and humanitarians like Victor Gollancz tended also to be outspoken. There didn't
appear in the literature any of those people which one usually associates as being
conservative. In reviewing Victor Gollancz's books, conservative presses tended to
ridicule Gollancz for inaccuracies in some of his statistics or his exaggeration of the facts.
They never however objected to his thesis. In Britain, Gollancz had the advantage of a
Labor Party being in power, but even they did not want criticism on this topic. In all
fairness, the British seemed to have tried the most to help the Germans.
The Religious groups tended to have a commitment which side stepped raising
any political issues that would point fingers. Not wanting to isolate themselves they were
content on pleading the case of the suffering and not interfering with the political
institutions. Concerned with actual on-hands involvement in relieving the expellee's, the
religious groups were mobilized to fill the void left by the destruction of the German laity
and churches.
One has to wonder about the outcome of World War II. Did the Allies win? At
what expense? The Allies won the battle on the ground, in the air, even on the seas. But
something happened to America and Britain. The "good guys" knowingly bombed large
populations of civilians in Germany and in Tokyo. The Allies found the capabilities to
create the most powerful weapon the world had ever seen, the atom bomb, and used it.
Then, in the hour of victory, looking down on a defeated enemy, forced one of the largest
uncivilized mass migrations in the history of mankind, which caused the deaths of 2.1

million civilians. If we were the "good guys" this should have been prevented. We won
the war against Hitler. But lost the war against the "disrespect of personality."
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