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One of the great tragedies of the 20th century was the expulsion of more than 14 million
Germans from their homes in East Prussia, Pomerania, Silesia, East Brandenburg,
Bohemia, Moravia, Hungary and Yugoslavia.
The reason why this chapter of history is so neglected in high schools and universities is that
the victims were Germans and that the Nazis unleashed the second world war.
Indeed, losing a war entails many consequences. A historical deficit is frequently one of
them.
And yet we know that the Allies fought the war for certain principles – enunciated notably in
the Atlantic Charter of August 1941. It is painful to realize how completely these principles
were betrayed at the conferences of Teheran Yalta and Potsdam.
The silence about the expulsion raises many questions.
History, however, should not be a caricature of events, not a stereotypical idealization of one
side and demonization of the other. 70 years after the beginning of the war and 65 years
after its end, we should come to grips with the root causes of the war, with the conduct of the
war, and with its consequences.
We should not ignore the fact that more than two million Germans perished in the course of
their expulsion – a phenomenon many times worse than the ethnic cleansing we know from
the former Yugoslavia.
We also know that the General Assembly, the International Criminal Tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia and the International Court of Justice have referred to aspects of ethnic
cleansing as a form of genocide.
If that is so, we must ask ourselves whether the expulsion of the Germans with its two million
deaths did not also constitute genocide –
But even without invoking the ominous “g” word -- we must at least admit that the expulsion
of 15 million human beings from their homelands on the basis of an alleged collective guilt,
just because they were born German, was a form of racism, an injustice, a crime against
humanity.
Ultimately we must approach the phenomenon of the expulsion from many perspectives –
not only historical, but also legal.
And we must learn to appreciate the human rights dimension of it.
The first UN High Commissioner Jose Ayala Lasso recognized the German expellees in their
quality as victims.
Schools must also teach this chapter of history. To continue to ignore it is culpable
manipulation of the historical record, and unworthy of an open, liberal, democratic society.

