Irredentism and New Research Questions

In eastern Europe and central Eurasia
country boundaries are being redrawn
once again. Old empires are breaking up
into smaller components. And in these
newly created states, as well as in some
old ones in this region, a general trend
has been towards creating ethnic homo-
geneity to replace the ethnic mosaic that
existed there for centuries. Conse-
quently, members of ethnic minorities
havefelt compelled to return to thelands
of their ancestors. Thus hundreds of
thousands of ethnic Russians, dispersed
throughout the former Soviet empire,
have returned or are thinking of return-
ing to Russia. Similarly, Pontic Greeks,
Transylvanian Hungarians, Bulgarians
from Russia, and Ger-
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researchers of international migration.
Ananalysis of theIsraeli situation, where
thistype of movementstartedintheearly
1970s and reached an unprecedented
scale in the late 1980s, provides a useful
comparison. Yet in many respects Isra-
el’s circumstances are unique. So as not
to confuse this type of repatriation with
thereturn of refugeestothe country from
which they have fled, I prefer using the
term “irredentism,” borrowing it from
Anthony Smith (1983).! This type of mi-
gration raises new questions in at least
three areas.

First, when irredentism occurs, the
analysis of a receiving country’s immi-
gration policy needs to include the im-

linked to national defence in the never-
ending Arab-Israeli conflicts. Similarly,
the Greek government was happy to re-
ceive GreeksfromRussiainordertostem
the “shrinking of Hellenism” caused by
the declining birth rates in Greece and
the assimilation of Greeks abroad
(Heitman, this issue). Thus the Greek
Ministry of Foreign Affairs formed a co-
ordinating service to propose a compre-
hensive plan for the reception of Soviet
Greeks, including setting up hospitality
centres, reception villages and housing
projects (Kokkinos 1991). However, in
other countries, due to the weight of eco-
nomic pressures, conationals have not
been so well received. In Hungary the
initial wave of

mans from Russia, Poland
and Romania have been
returning to their titular
states.

Free emigration has al-
ways been considered un-

As a distinct form of international migration, massive
repatriation of ethnic minorities to their ancestral lands poses
new questions for researchers of international migration.

Transylvanian
Hungarians pro-
duced profound
sympathy among
their conationals
in Hungary, who

acceptable by Soviet

authorities. However, family reunifica-
tion and repatriation have been allowed
for some groups. Thus Jews, Germans
and Greeks, as well as a small number of
Armenians, were abletoleave. Although
Soviet emigration policies have become
more open recently, there is still an un-
derlyingassumptionthatonlyabloodtie
or a community link warrants an exit
visa. More relaxed emigration regula-
tions put in place since 1987 have al-
lowed Poles, Bulgarians, and
Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians
to join the emigration movement.
(Heitman, this issue). Other ethnic mi-
norities, such as Transylvanian Hungar-
ians, have also felt the need to return to
their historic homelands. As a distinct
form of international migration, massive
repatriation of ethnic minorities to their
ancestral lands poses new questions for
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portance of nationalist sentiments, at-
tachments and their relative role vis-a-
vis other factors. On an emotional level,
it is difficult for the governments of re-
ceiving countries to turn down people
with whom they share ancestry. Butona
practical level, new arrivals may exacer-
bateexisting problems in these countries:
new postcommunist governments are
plagued with sky-high inflation, short-
ages of goods and unemployment;
Germany is facing economic problems
caused by reunification with East Ger-
many, making the arrival of ethnic
Germans from Russia and eastern
Europe undesirable (Salitan 1992, 102),
and Israel is experiencing tremendous
hardships in finding jobs and housing
for masses of Soviet olim. Those coun-
tries, with nationalist priorities welcome
ethnic “brothers and sisters” despite any
economic hardships they may inflict on
thereceiving country. A clearexampleis
Israel, where increased Jewish presence
in the region is welcomed because it is

offered these refu-
geeswarmreceptionand generousaid at
the governmentaland nongovernmental
level. However, housing shortages, high
inflation, unemployment and strained
social services have put a stop to this
policy of open reception (Noelte 1992).
Similarly in Bulgaria, even though na-
tionalist groups consider Bulgarianrefu-
gees arriving from Moldova and
Tadjikistan to be of strategic importance
in the areas where Turkish populations
are concentrated, the new government
perceives these migrants as a burden,
given its political and economic prob-
lems (lordanova, this issue). In Russia
there is no official policy to deal with
refugees to date (Orlova, this issue;
Ryvkina and Turovskiy 1993). But cer-
tain measures, such as domicile registra-
tion, are taken to regulate the movement
of refugees within Russia by channelling
them to underpopulated and underde-
veloped areas where their chances of
subsistence are very dim (Basok and
Benifand, this issue). At the same time,
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nationalist groups have formed commit-
tees to provide support for their
conationals who are forced to return to
Russia by discriminatory policies in the
former Soviet republics.

Some governments, hoping to slow
down the irredentist process, prefer as-
sisting their conationals to rebuild their
communities in the countries where they
reside. In 1990 and 1991, the German
government received over 500,000 eth-
nic Germans, two-thirds of whom were
from the former Soviet Union (World
Refugee Survey 1992), and at the present
time the German consulatein Moscow is
receiving almost 20,000 applications

der Stalin. The Georgian government
argues that Meskhetians should not be
allowed to return because there is no
land for them, the economy is too weak
to support them, and the migrants have
lost their Georgian culture and identity
(Jones, this issue).

Irredentism as a form of international
migration raises a second issue—the im-
pact of conationals’ irredentism on eth-
nic minorities in the receiving countries.
Settlement of Soviet olim on the occupied
territories was met with hostility by Isra-
el’s Palestinian population. The arrival of
ethnic Bulgarians has put Bulgaria’s
Turkish population on guard

Irredentism as a form of international migration raises a second
issue—the impact of conationals’ irredentism on ethnic
minorities in the receiving countries.

monthly. To discourage the out-migra-
tion of Russian Germans, the German
government is prepared to send finan-
cial aid to build the German Autono-
mous Republic in the Volga region
(Orlova, this issue). Similarly, the Bul-
garian government has sent aid to pro-
mote Bulgarian ethnic culture in
Moldova, Ukraine and Serbia
(Iordanova, this issue). Even Israel has
realized that it cannot continue inviting
the one to five million Soviet Jews in the
former Soviet Union to “repatriate.”
Therefore, with the help of American
Jewish organizations, Israel has been
providing aid to revive the Jewish cul-
ture and religion in the former Soviet
Union,

Inall theabove-mentioned examples,
nationalism has played a role in facilitat-
ing the immigration of conationals.
However, nationalistsentimentscanalso
prevent members of some minority
groups, who are defined as different
from the host, to return to the territories
from which they were originally forced
to leave.

The case in point is that of Georgia,
which rejects the territorial claims of
Muslim Georgians (otherwise known as
Meskhetian Turks) who had been ex-
pelled from Georgia to Central Asia un-

(Iordanova, this issue). The return of
thousands of Russians stirs up national-

ist sentiments and jeopardizes other eth-

nic minorities, such as Tartars,
Georgians, Armenians, Central Asians
and Jews who are living in Russia.
Finally, an interesting topicfor future
research is the social integration of mi-
grants who have the same ethnic back-
ground as the hosts. Social relations
between the migrants and their hosts will
depend in part on the extent to which the
former have been able to maintain their
ethnic culture and language in the coun-
try where they resided, and the extent to
which these have changed in the receiv-
ing country. As .in the case of Pontic
Greeks, the Pontic dialect is different
from modern Greek, making it difficult
for the migrants from the former Soviet
Union to integrate into the new society
(Vergeti 1991). Alternatively, cultural
andlinguisticaffinity would facilitate the
integration of new arrivals. However,
other circumstances may mitigate
against their full integration. Studies in
the field of ethnic relations (see Barth
1969, for instance) have led to
conclusions that cultural and linguistic
similarities are not sufficient to ensure
acceptance of migrants if there are
economic or political reasons for the

hosts to see them as different. Thus, for
instance, Soviet Jews found that they
were different from the sabras (Israel-
born Jews) and Jews who came to build
Israelbefore them (Horowitz 1989). Simi-
larly in Greece, Pontic Greeks from Rus-
sia found that they were perceived as
Russians and not as Greeks and conse-
quently they were socially marginalized
(Vergeti 1991; Voutira 1991). Empirical
research will allow us to outline those
conditions in which cultural differences
are ignored in order to define a migrant
groupasapartof “us,” and those circum-
stances under which slight cultural dif-
ferences are exaggerated so that new
arrivals are seen as “them.”

Note

1. Anthony Smith defines “irredentism” as
those nationalist movements thataim to unify
all conationals in one state. For him, the drive
behind this movement comes from those who
already reside in this state and who wish to
strengthen it and, in many cases, expand its
boundaries by adding the territory on which
their separated kinsmen reside, if this terri-
tory isadjacenttotheirs (Smith 1983, 222). The
sense in which I use this term is similar to
Smith’s in terms of results (with a possible
exception of the annexation of new territo-
ries), but the impetus for this movement in
many cases that I discuss comes more from
those outside their ancestral lands than from
those already living there.
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