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A Note on Definition
Providing a definition of the term refugee has been a constant problem for international jurists and politicians. The origin of the term ‘refugee’ seems to lie in a Latin verb: refugere, to retreat by fleeing.
 The word was first used in its modern sense as an adjective in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Within this paper, we will use the following working definition: ‘large groups of people who have left their homes because they consider that they have been forced to do so’.
 We stress that these words are designed to designate an object of study: they are not intended to act as a guide for policy-makers and do not end the necessary debate on the term.

The simple, physical existence of refugees can be understood as a test: a test for international regulatory bodies, a test for the ethics of the nation-state and – perhaps most importantly – a test for refugee communities themselves. Their existence is closely linked to the growth of the nation-state; they form a kind of shadowy double to the more publicized existence of the citizen, who enjoys the full rights of the nation, who carries a passport guaranteeing those rights, and who possesses a clear and undisputed sense of belonging to a nation. In the early nineteenth century, refugees were understood as being temporary exceptions to this more normal condition
: in the twenty-first century, with the existence of some fourteen million who have been officially awarded the status of refugee and with countless others who have either seen their claim for that status denied or who have been arbitrarily placed in some parallel and equivalent status, the condition no longer appears so exceptional. 

In many cases, the refugee experience contributes to the formation of kingdoms, nations and other polities.
 The Jewish and Christian religions both see the ‘exodus’ of the Jews from their homeland to Egypt as a vital chapter in the formation of their respective religions; Muslims feel a similar reverence for the flight of Mohammed and his early followers from Mecca to Medina; in the early twentieth century, Zionists recruited among Jews in the diaspora, appealing to them to ‘return’ to Israel; prior to 1917, exiled Russian socialists, Marxists and other dissidents created a type of counter-power to Tsarist authority; after 1936, Spanish republican refugees had some real success in claiming to represent the ‘real’ Spain, the ‘Republic of the Mind’ against Franco’s dictatorship – although this formation never achieved political power, even after 1975; and after 1948, Palestinian nationalism was first and foremost re-forged in refugee camps. In recent decades, the proportion of people who experience the destitution of becoming refugees is probably increasing. For example, during the 1980s, between five and six million people fled Afghanistan, while another one and a half million sought refuge within the country: these numbers represented between a third and a half of the total population.
 Following the Second Gulf War, approximately four million Iraqis fled their homes: about a sixth of that country’s population.


From this data, we can draw two answers to our question: firstly, we should study refugee history because the refugee experience has been a vital component in the construction of so many states and other political and religious traditions. Secondly, we should study refugee history because it is – regrettably – no longer the experience of a tiny, tragic, exceptional and temporary minority: indeed, it is probable that the major conflicts of the future will take the form of terrifying amalgams of political, military and ecological disasters, dispersing larger and larger proportions of the affected populations. Here, historians can play a useful, practical role in identifying some lessons to be learnt from past conflicts, and preparing governments and populations for the conflicts of the future. 

A third answer can – initially - be seen as more strictly ‘historical’ in nature. Refugees have a distinctive and memorable understanding of their own history: in a sense, every refugee is – potentially - also a historian, as each one can only preserve their identity or comprehend their separation from society around them by reference back to their own histories.
 It is no coincidence that one of the giants of twentieth-century Spanish history, Manuel Tuñón de Lara, was arrested in Alicante in 1939, and left Spain shortly after 1940 to join the Spanish refugees resident in France.
 Forms of historical awareness can take many forms, other than writing books: among Palestinian women, a nationalist narrative is embodied in the embroidery of ‘traditional’ dresses, with a separate shade of red for each lost village.
 For some, however, this attempt to re-create and to refine a sense of the past takes the form of a demanding psychological test, in which each individual is forced to confront their own traumatic experiences. Andrea Reiter estimates that since 1945 approximately 2% of Holocaust survivors attempted to write of their experiences: a figure which is at once extremely large - can we imagine another community in which one in fifty writes history? - but also tragically small, for the implication is that the other 98% did not write because they were unable to find the words to describe their experiences.
 The refugees’ sense of history can be disruptive and anti-social; it can accuse as well as consolidating or preserving; it can take the form a ‘poisonous knowledge’ or a curse, suffered by both the writer and the reader.
 Rather than confronting its dangers, many seek the comfort of apathy, idleness and silence. This is an example of historical writing under extreme conditions, a topic worthy of investigation in itself.

The refugee’s itinerary runs parallel with that of the nation-state, yet often each arrival of new groups of refugees is treated by the host nation as an unprecedented emergency. On occasion, refugees are the unwitting pioneers of new techniques: whether methods of identity control and population classification in postwar Germany, or public health and inoculation in the first years of the Israeli state.
 The presence of refugees can also act to shape the policies of their host society: charitable associations, groups inspired by political solidarity, voluntary religious organisations, welfare groups as well as the organized welfare institutions of the state all aim to aid refugees. Their actions have a dynamic and a history of their own: the interaction between refugee and aid-worker is complex and produces a wide spectrum of results, running from the most admirable and disinterested forms of benevolence to the crudest, most violent examples of repression. Furthermore, the refugees’ presence can stimulate and provoke important political debates within the host country, relating to – for example - foreign policy and welfare provision. This, then, constitutes our fourth answer: by studying refugee history, we gain a unique insight into the formation and development of the nation-state in practice, not as the lofty ideals of fair play, toleration and liberty, but as an improvised constellation of initiatives and – sometimes – as a ruthless, blind, cumbersome body, slow to react to pressing issues, and willingly ignoring complaints and protests.

Our fifth answer takes us into realms of metaphor. Following the tragedy of 9/11, the celebrated German sociologist Zygmunt Bauman made a single, devastingly accurate observation: ‘Don’t ask where the frontierland is – it is all around you, in your town, on the streets you walk.’
 Arguably, since 1945, the purpose of the category of ‘refugee’ was precisely to maintain frontiers of a world-system, structured according to the principles of the UN, in which there is ‘a state for everyone and everyone in a state’.
 Under the conditions of globalization, the beguiling simplicity of that vision is beginning to unravel: international corporations exploit the trans-national potential of their businesses to cross national borders, while migrant workers see a different aspect of the ‘stateless’ condition, as their claim to rights is ignored by semi-legal or illegal enterprises; long-distance nationalisms link large, exiled communities to distant, half-remembered homelands; cultural innovation comes from ‘diasporic public spaces’ rather from metropolitan centres; some find that new forms of religious faith – particularly drawn from within Islam – are more suitable as means by which to articulate de-territorialized cultures than the older structures of political nationalism.
 These conditions suggest another perspective by which to understand the refugee experience: no long as tragic exceptions to the norms of development, but as pioneers of an unstable, post-national future.

Finally, we should remember one of the original purposes of writing history: an ethical goal. Refugees are not always heroes or angels: many are exhausted, emptied, apathetic people, and within their ranks there are plenty who are motivated by a blind fury to seek revenge for their fate. It remains true that they are among the most unfortunate people on our planet, and to study their history is also an act of compassion and solidarity. 
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