
The Migration Crisis – Some Thoughts 

Yehuda Bauer 

 

 As we all know, the migrants come from two main areas: the 

Middle East (Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria), and Africa (Nigeria, Niger, Burkina 

Faso, CAR, Ivory Coast, Libya). There is another, steady, movement from 

the Ukraine and Russia towards Central and Western Europe – but as 

these are white people, the instinctive racism towards the others plays 

no part in attitudes towards these migrants from Eastern Europe, 

although an opposition to them is also building up, on ethnic and 

economic grounds. 

 What are the characteristics of this wandering of nations 

(Völkerwanderung)? There is a combination of a real physical threat to 

people's lives, an economic collapse conditioned by violence, loss of 

hope for a better future, and on the other hand there is the prospect of 

a safe and better life in the West – Germany, Austria, the Benelux 

Countries, France, Britain, Sweden and Norway, and North America. 

Islamist ideologies (in the plural, because there are several versions of it) 

are the main ideological motivation for mass violence in both the Middle 

East and the Sahel Sub-Saharan region. The wider context, as Timothy 

Snyder recently wrote in the NYT, is an ecological development of 

climate change, at least partly caused by human activity, which leads to 

the drying up of lands, and increasing pressure on scarce resources in 

the two main areas. The things are connected: on the one hand, the 

climate gets hotter; parallel, and partly as a result, there is increasing 

violence, peasants cut back on working the land and the land dries up, 

turns into sand and dust, and causes more climate change and less food. 

Fighting reduces the possibility of all other economic activity. In the face 

of existential crises, people turn to radical religion, and in both areas the 

rise of radical Islam is the result. ISIS in Syria/Iraq, A-

Nusrah/AlQaida/Islamic Front in Syria, Boko Haram in Nigeria and its 

neighbors, constitute a real threat to civilization, not only local but  
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global as well, and are an important part of the causes that send people 

fleeing for their lives. 

 There is a parallel religious radicalization in India, among American 

Protestant fundamentalists, and Jews, with causes that are partly 

different, but are nevertheless connected, such as insecurity, the decline 

of former ideologies (socialism, democratic nationalism), and so on. 

 The people who flee into Europe are not generally the down and 

outs. Many of them are trained workers, or middle class people, or 

intellectuals, or students craving for education in the West; in order to 

flee, they need to pay smugglers, and that demands money, which only 

the relatively, sometimes just marginally, more prosperous people have. 

Their chances of acceptance – not necessarily, but possibly, of 

integration – in the West are similar to those of other waves of 

migration that preceded them. It seems that there is a preponderance of 

males, who hope to be later able to bring their families along. This 

repeats what we know from similar waves of migration, mainly in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

 The European background is one of a serious population decline. 

Demographers tell us that the current mean natural increase in Europe is 

about 1.6 per woman, whereas a minimum of 2.11 is needed to keep the 

population from declining. This means that there is an ageing process, 

and that more workers are needed to keep up the standard of living. In 

some countries, especially in Eastern Europe, the population decline is 

already very serious indeed (Russia, Lithuania, and other countries). The 

conclusion is that despite increasing right-wing nationalistic and/or racist 

opposition to the acceptance of refugees, migration to Europe is 

inescapable. This will necessarily strengthen already existing tendencies 

to turn to increasingly radical anti-immigration movements. I do not 

think that extreme right-wing movements or parties will necessarily take 

over governments, although that, too, cannot be rejected out of hand, 

but the opposition to refugees will undoubtedly grow. There will be an 

almost instinctive tendency to "defend" local ethnic and national  
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culture, language, customs, and religion from "contamination" by people 

coming from other cultural backgrounds. Ultimately - but this may take a 

long time - this opposition to immigration is, I think, hopeless, because 

the demographic and economic factors will probably prove decisive. 

 The migrants are of quite different backgrounds. Iraqi Shiites from 

lower middle-class or middle middle-class families have nothing in 

common with Shiite Hazarahs or Sunni middle class Pashtuns from 

Afghanistan, or with Syrian Sunnis who come either from Syria itself (e.g. 

Aleppo and Homs) or from refugee camps in Turkey. These again are 

quite different from Kurds, Yazidis or Turkmens, or Christians (Assyrians, 

Syriacs and others) all of whose communities are being destroyed. Thus, 

for instance, there seems to be no future for the 10% Christian minority 

in Syria, or the remnants of Christian communities in Iraq. Africans come 

from different ethnic groups, often old enemies, and can be either 

Christians or Moslems, often mutual enemies. Libyans flee from the 

hopeless chaos in their country, and among them are Tripolitanian Arabs 

and mountain Berbers. 

 There are some 500 million Europeans, and if two or three million 

refugees arrive, there will be a tremendous upheaval, but no revolution, 

because these tendencies have been in evidence for decades. There 

already are millions of Turks and Kurds and their descendants in 

Germany, Moroccans and others in the Benelux Countries, North 

Africans in France, Indians, Pakistanis, West Indians, and Africans in 

Britain, and so on – the wandering of nations has been taking place for 

many decades. 

 In fact, it is necessary to understand the global historical context 

in order to try and deal with the current crisis. Humanity is constantly on 

the move, ever since humans left their original East African home some 

65-70.000 years ago. Present-day Europe, the Middle East, North and 

South America, China, Africa, in fact the whole world, are the results of 

such vast wanderings. In Europe specifically, modern mass movements 

of population can be traced to the potato famine in Ireland and the  
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victory of conservative reaction over liberal movements in the middle of 

the 19th century. Millions of people then moved to North and South 

America, followed by more millions from Eastern and Southern Europe, 

driven by economic deprivation and political insecurity. This continued 

until the US closed its gates in 1924, and restarted as a result of the Nazi 

ascent to power. Then, people tried to flee from Europe; today, they try 

to reach Europe. While on the one hand there is no validity to historical 

analogies between the 1930ies and 1940ies and today, because the 

situation is quite different, on the other hand the basic causes are 

similar. Hence the importance of IHRA as an organization whose experts 

may be able to draw the necessary conclusions in their educational, 

memory, and research efforts. In the end, IHRA efforts are part of the 

political process ultimately trying to ease the crisis by fortifying attitudes 

of migrant acceptance based on the experience of the Holocaust. 

 One of the points one has to discuss is the fact that contemporary 

Europe is itself a new creation. Ethnic and national groups formed out of 

the chaos of the fall of the Roman Empire; modern languages solidified 

in the 14th and 15th centuries. Ethnic and national consciousness are not 

the result of the industrial revolution, but preceded it, and paralleled it. 

In ancient Roman Pannonia (modern Hungary) no one spoke Magyar, 

Avar, or Hunnish, and no one in Bohemia (the land of the Celtic Boii) 

spoke Czech. Prussians are an originally Lithuanian tribe. Roman 

Switzerland was inhabited by Celtic tribes, chief among them was the 

Helveti, after whom Switzerland is named. Their descendants spoke a 

Latin dialect (today preserved in Rhaeto-Romansch). Germanic tribes 

migrated to France and Switzerland, and modern nations began to form 

and become conscious of themselves. European culture is a mix of 

Greco-Roman influence with Celtic, Germanic and Slav elements, 

influenced by Jewish civilization via Christianity. Finno-Ugric and Turkic 

migrations created Finns, Estonians, Hungarians and Turks, as new 

arrivals mixed with pre-existing groups. Contemporary mass migrations 

are therefore nothing new, and in a sense are a continuation of 

something that is common to all of humanity. As we speak (or write),  
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hundreds of millions of Chinese are leaving villages and congregating in  

cities; large numbers already immigrated in the previous hundred years 

or so to Indonesia, Malaya (modern Malaysia), Singapore, and 

elsewhere. Present-day Europe prides itself on having national and 

European cultural traditions, and they indeed are real enough, but they 

are quite new, actually not more than a few hundred years old. In the 

face of present-day migrations, they must and will change. 

Thus, in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, nationalistic, 

homogeneous societies are to a large degree the result of the 

migrations, mainly forced, resulting from World War II; the Balkan war of 

the nineties continued this trend. Poland is almost wholly ethnic Polish; 

Lithuania ethnic Lithuanian, the Czech Republic ethnic Czech, Serbia 

ethnic Serb, and so on. Western and Northern Europe have changed 

under the impact of migrations already, as already mentioned – millions 

of Turks and Kurds in Germany, North Africans in France, Indians, 

Pakistanis, West Indians and Africans in Britain, and so on, are proof 

enough of this. The whole of Europe will most likely change, culturally, 

including those countries in Eastern Europe that now refuse to accept 

migrants; but this opposition may not last, and waves of refugees, from 

the Middle East on the one hand, and Ukraine and Russia on the other 

hand, are likely to change these societies over time. The differentiations 

made by some political figures between political and economic refugees 

make little sense: almost all refugees flee because of a combination of 

threats to their personal security and economic pressures. 

Central and Western Europe, and after them the other countries, 

are likely to develop into societies of mixed cultures (the term multi-

cultural seems to have lost its relevance). Important elements, including 

language and literature, probably also political and many social 

structures, will survive, but will be transformed, in part at least, by the 

absorption of cultural elements derived from the areas from which the 

migration came, comes, and will come. A parallel situation can be 

observed in the US: within the foreseeable future, there will be a 

majority of non-Waspish-European elements – Hispanics, Blacks,  
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Asiatics. Spanish is likely to become an official second language, but it is 

unlikely that the American Constitution will be changed, or that social 

structures established in the last two hundred years will be radically 

transformed. Something similar may happen in Europe. In my own 

country, Israel, a majority of Jewish citizens are members of families that 

hail from non-European countries. There are black Jews and white Jews 

and (mainly) brown Jews, and if there were green and blue people in the 

world, there would no doubt be green and blue Jews as well. If, as I 

sincerely hope, Israel will finally accept the 50.000 or so Sudanese and 

Eritrean refugees whom it now refuses to integrate (about one half of 

1% or so of the total population), an additional element will enter. Arab 

or Palestinian Israeli citizens are no less of a mix: there was a fairly 

massive settlement of Egyptians and Albanians by the Turks in 

nineteenth century Palestine. The same applies in practically all areas of 

the world. This is not to diminish the importance of specific ethnic and 

national cultures, because humans seek such collective forms of life, and 

ethnic and national cultures are an absolute necessity for the survival of 

the human race. But one has to recognize that these are no hard and 

fast or unchanging human constructs: they change, necessarily so, and 

that is something one should see as a positive thing. Some cultures are 

not strong enough and do not survive – and not necessarily because of 

violence. The Slavs of East Germany have dwindled to a small number of 

Sorbs in South-Eastern Germany; the half million Lutheran Masures and 

the ethnic Kashubians of Poland are being absorbed into the Polish 

ethnicity; the Bretons, and the Manx and Cornish speakers in France and 

Britain are no more. Many American Indian languages have disappeared 

– and so on. 

Political leaders have, rightly I think, pointed to the fact that the 

present chaotic migration movement must be dealt with at its sources, 

in the Middle East and in Africa. In Africa, a political solution to the 

Libyan crisis would be of great help, but the US and the EU are wary of 

direct intervention – their toppling of the Gaddafi regime, after all, only 

made matters worse. In the meantime the rise of ethnic factionalism  
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(Arabs vs. Berbers, Cyrenaicans against Tripolitanians) is worsened by 

Islamic radicals, in league with ISIS in Syria. In Syria the five-cornered 

chaos – the Assad regime, A-Nusra/Islamic Front, Kurds, and now also 

Druze, and the growing power of ISIS (the so-called moderates, 

supported by the US, and the liberals, are a negligible quantity) – can 

only be resolved by a very difficult agreement between Russia, the West, 

Iran, and Turkey. Such an agreement could institute a no-fly zone and a 

humanitarian corridor, and establish a temporary cease-fire; historians 

know that there is often nothing more permanent than a temporary 

solution. Turkey plays a difficult and not always transparent role, as the 

whole movement passes through its territory, and it could, theoretically, 

block it. Some of the refugees come by air (!) from Iraq to Turkey, most 

others either via a very difficult and dangerous route from Afghanistan 

through Iran, or from already existing refugee camps on Turkish soil, or 

crossing the border from Syria. 

Do moral considerations play any role in all this? Most probably 

yes, but not a major one. Russia is obviously determined to prop up the 

Assad regime, Saudi and Gulf States money finds its way to support A-

Nusra and some of its allies. Iran finances Hizbullah in Lebanon/Syria, 

and apparently also the Shiite militias in Iraq. ISIS finances itself, as is 

well known, partly by internal taxation, but largely by the illicit sale of oil 

via intermediaries, by oil trucks, into Turkey. No moral considerations 

are at play there. I have no real knowledge of the smuggling network 

which presumably exists that may well combine oil, refugees, and drug 

trade. Such a network may have major connections also to existing mafia 

organizations in the Balkans and elsewhere in Europe. I am not aware of 

serious research in this area, but it may exist – if it does not, one could 

perhaps put it in place. Collaboration of governments of Balkan States, 

Turkey and others should be sought, but it will probably turn out to be 

extremely difficult to make it work. Saudi Arabia is on the verge of major 

turmoil: there is a large Shiite minority in the Eastern part of the 

country, presumably in league with Shiite Iran, where some of the most 

significant oil wells are situated, and unrest there could well explode. A  
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restive middle class has no political influence, as the administration is 

run by the royal family and its retainers. Radical Islam is propagated in 

Wahhabi-indoctrinated schools (madrassas), while at the same time ISIS 

is seen as a major threat. Moral considerations are absent. Careful and 

patient Western diplomacy might yet create the kind of partial practical 

compromises based on 'Realpolitik' hinted at above, that would be 

aimed at humanitarian aid and possibly provide a glimmer of hope to 

people who would otherwise seek to enter Europe en masse. 

IHRA has an important role to play. Its efforts should make it clear 

that in the Holocaust lack of hope and lack of choice caused an ideology 

to take hold which endangered the whole world and caused a cataclysm 

whose echoes we hear, and very much so, even today. There is a need to 

fortify existing opposition to antisemitism and racism: antisemitism is an 

integral part of radical Islamic ideologies, and racism is the knee-jerk 

reaction of European nationalists against the refugee flow. While 

analogies are simplistic and erroneous, the causes for the present crises 

are similar to those of 70-80 years ago. The results could be the same, if 

nothing is done to prevent them. IHRA's work is more relevant than 

ever. 


