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 (Please register online. For details see “Office hours”) 
Course description and objectives 
 
This course examines processes of refuge seeking, bringing refugee studies and history into conversation. 
Drawing on case studies mainly from twentieth century Africa, we ask what a refugee is and whether we can 
speak of a common refugee experience. We explore whether historians can and should distinguish between 
refugees, forced migrants and exiles. To do so, we draw on literature from a variety of disciplines, including 
history, anthropology, political science, and law. The selected case studies cover East, West, South and North 
African and European contexts.  
The course is designed to introduce students to the nascent and vibrant research field of the historical study 
of refugees and forced migrants on the African continent. By the end of the course students will have gained 
a grasp of the field and its most important research questions and challenges. The course is organized 
thematically: it starts by discussing why studying processes of refuge seeking in historical perspective is 
important. It provides key readings that orient students in the debates about refugee vs. forced migration 
studies before delving into case studies dedicated to a range of issues concerning the lived experiences of 
forced migrants in camps, in political exile, their relations with host populations, and with the sending and 
receiving states. Other topics concern the political and legal management and perception of refugees by states 
and international organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 
the Organization for African Unity (OAU). Finally, the course considers recent refugee movements to Europe 
in historic perspective.  
Some of the questions that motivate this course are: Who is a refugee, forced migrant, exile and how do 
definitions and perceptions change during the twentieth century? What are refugee experiences like and how 
do they vary over time and in different geographic areas? What role did colonialism, the decolonization process 
and the Cold War play with regard to creating, classifying and managing refugee flows in Africa and beyond? 
How does a discussion about forced migration integrate Africa into global history? And how can we look at 
the recent refugee crisis historically? 
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Processes of Refuge Seeking in 20th Century Africa and Beyond 
 

  Overview 
 

April 21  Welcome and introduction 

April 28  Why study processes of refuge seeking in Africa and beyond? 

May 5   Epistemological considerations: refugees or forced migrants? 

May 12   Remembering refugees: history and refugee studies  

May 19   Reluctant colonial and willing post-colonial humanitarianism?  

May 26  Refugees as agents of development? 

June 2   Reception and perception of refugees in host communities 

June 9   Counting and classifying refugees 

June 16  Living in exile 

June 23  Living in refugee camps 

June 30  The Empire Returns: “refugees” and “repatriates” or “the returned” 

July 7   Politicization and depoliticization of refugees as political subjects   

July 14   Legalizing status: the OAU and its refugee convention 

July 21   Recent refugee movements in historical perspective  
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Course Requirements 
 
Support Resources and Online Teaching 
I know that we, as individuals and communities, are facing tremendous challenges at this time. If you need 
extensions or additional support throughout the course, please do not hesitate to ask. You can also reach 
out to your course tutor Johanna Wetzel anytime to discuss writing and presentation assignments. I also 
want to draw your attention to Potsdam’s Nightline (nightline@uni-potsdam.de; http://nightline-potsdam.de/), 
a service where you can share any worries and doubts about dealing with the university and life in general in 
times of a global pandemic.  
Finally, let us be a community for one another, let us make sure we show up for one another, doing the best 
we can to contribute to making this an informative, enjoyable and worthwhile seminar experience and 
respite from news of the pandemic.  

 
Due to the restrictions under which the university currently operates this seminar will likely take place online 
during the entire summer semester 2020. To increase the accessibility of this course, we are thus going to 
engage in asynchronous discussions via Moodle. Four components are important: 
 
1. Weekly course readings 
2. Input Presentation with discussion questions 
3. Discussion forum contribution 
4. Summary email  

 
Moodle: The course is called “Processes of Refuge Seeking in 20th Century Africa and Beyond.”  
 
You will need the following password to access the course: Processes 

 
In order to successfully complete the course, you must meet the following requirements:  
 
A. Regular and Active Participation 
Preparedness and participation are essential to the success of this online seminar. Students are expected to 
complete the assigned readings, contribute to the class discussions (for at least 10 out of 14 sessions), record 
one input presentation and write one summary email, and write a final paper.  
 
1. Weekly Course Readings 

• Read the texts attentively and note the major arguments and how these fit into the course debates 

• When doing your course readings, you should take notes so you can cite the page numbers in your 
discussion contributions 

• See the Reading Strategies handout in “Student Resources” on Moodle. 
 

2. Input Presentation with Discussion Questions 

• Each week, one student is responsible for the input presentation. This entails writing the first 
contribution post in the weekly thread in the discussion forum on Moodle. Your post needs to 
contain a 7-10-minute video presentation and raise up to three discussion questions. 

• The presentation is due Sunday afternoons at 17:00 hrs CET.  

mailto:nightline@uni-potsdam.de
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• You can upload and incorporate your presentation video as an attachment into your post in the 
discussion forum on Moodle. For a detailed set of instructions, see the Input Presentation handout 
in “Student Resources” on Moodle. 

 
3. Discussion Forum Contribution 

• Each week, each student writes a contribution (350-500 words) engaging the discussion questions 
raised in the input presentation and responding to the readings in the weekly thread in the discussion 
forum on Moodle. Raise the issue(s) that you found most interesting/disturbing in the readings, 
connect the readings with themes previously discussed, and answer at least one of the discussion 
questions. 

• Students are encouraged to respond to and engage with one another’s posts to foster a discussion.  

• Discussion forum contributions are due Tuesday afternoons at 17:00hrs CET.  

• See the Reading Responses and Giving and Receiving Feedback handouts in “Student Resources” 
on Moodle for inspiration. 

 
4. Summary E-Mail 

• The student, whose job it is to write the weekly summary email, sums up three to five takeaways 
from the readings, input presentation, and class discussions and relates those back to previous class 
discussion, where appropriate. 

• The summary email will be sent out by Wednesday afternoons at 17:00hrs CET to all using the 
announcement feature on Moodle. For a detailed set of instructions, see the Summary Email 
handout in “Student Resources” on Moodle. 

 
***In week 1, students will sign up through the collaborative Etherpad document titled “Sign Up Sheet” on 
the course page on Moodle, for the time slots that suit them for their presentations/summary emails. Please 
follow the instructions on Moodle, stating 3 options, 1 being the most preferred time slot, 3 the least 
preferred. *** 
 
B. Final Paper 
Please make sure to read the file Guidelines for Research Papers, available under “Student Resources” on 
Moodle, which informs you about formal aspects, structure, and language for writing your research paper.  
 
In writing your seminar paper, you must respect two deadlines: 

• Please clear your topic with me during my office hours by July 7, 2020 at the latest. I will 
not accept papers written and submitted without previous discussion of your topic.  

• Please submit your paper by September 30, 2020 at the latest. 
 
C. Classroom Conduct 
During this seminar you will have the opportunity to share your insights on a range of issues as we seek to 
illuminate the processes of refuge seeking in Africa and beyond. This can arouse strong feelings and 
opinions, and differences in outlook can emerge. This seminar aims to create an open atmosphere for 
engaged and insightful academic discussions. This means that we will agree to listen to different viewpoints 
respectfully and engage them broadmindedly. We will see difference as an opportunity to critically come to 
terms with complex issues. 
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Due to the restrictions under which the university operates, we are likely to interact online with each other 
for the duration of the summer semester 2020. This makes it even more important that we are considerate 
of others’ opinions, keep to deadlines, and do our best to show up for this community prepared. 
 
Email: Please keep correspondence to a minimum and do not rely on it for last minute questions. Always 
check the syllabus first. If you cannot find the answer, do post your question in the section “General 
Questions” on Moodle.  
 
Office hours:  
I am available Tuesdays 16:00-17:00h for a face-to-face conversation online. I ask you to schedule an 
appointment in advance through the separate Moodle course called “Globalgeschichte Sprechstunde 
SoSe 2020,” which you can access by using the password “Global.” Please use the planning tool called 
“Sprechstundenplaner” and enter your name for your preferred time slot. Your appointment will then be 
confirmed at which point you’ll be able to see a link for the online meeting room in the description of the 
meeting. Through this link you will be able to attend office hours during your assigned time slot.  
 

Class Tutor: Johanna Wetzel (wetzel@uni-potsdam.de) is your tutor. Johanna Wetzel is part of the Global 
History team. She is a graduate of the MPhil in Development Studies at the University of Oxford, during 
which she conducted fieldwork in Mozambique and developed an interest in the history and politics of the 
African continent. In this course she will function as tutor. This means that she will be available to you for 
all questions around the course contents and assignments, and broader issues such as academic writing, 
presenting, reading and working with primary and secondary sources. She will be happy to guide your 
reading and writing processes and you can best reach her via email or schedule an (online) meeting. Feel free 
to reach out to her if you need help with the readings, reading responses, or essays. 
 

Late policy: Deadlines are firm, please plan accordingly. 
 
Class Content: Students are not permitted to share the recordings of their instructor or peers without prior 
permission outside of this online course. They are likewise not allowed to use the contributions to the 
discussion forum outside of the online class environment, unless prior permission is granted. Course 
readings are also not to be distributed beyond the participants of this course. 
 
Accommodations: Please talk to your Professor should you require any adjustments due to disabilities or 
special circumstances, either permanent or temporary, that might affect your ability to perform in this 
seminar. 
 
Feedback 

• You will receive written comments on your final paper 

• Feedback will be provided on class presentations 

• You are welcome to sign up for office hours and discuss your progress 

• There will be a formal evaluation of the seminar towards the end of the semester, details to 
 follow 

  

mailto:wetzel@uni-potsdam.de
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Reading and Assignment Schedule 

1. April 21 
 

 Welcome and introduction to the course 
 

• Sign up for Moodle, familiarize yourself with the course lay out 

• Watch the welcome video by your instructor 

• Read the syllabus and note any questions in the “General Questions” thread in the discussion forum 
on Moodle 

• Post a picture of a historic event (perhaps even broadly related to the course theme?) that is of 
interest to you to the discussion forum for Week 1 on Moodle and explain why this event is 
meaningful to you. Also take this opportunity to introduce yourselves to your classmates, say who 
you are, why you are taking this course and what you are studying.  

 
2. April 28 

 
 Why study processes of refuge seeking in Africa and beyond? 
 

a. Shadle, Brett L. "Refugees and Migration in African History." In A Companion to African 
History, edited by William Worger Charles Ambler, Nwando Achebe: 2019 Wiley-Blackwell. 

b. Black, Richard. "Fifty Years of Refugee Studies: From Theory to Policy." The International 
Migration Review 35, no. 1 (2001): 57-78. 

c. Bakewell, Oliver. "Research Beyond the Categories: The Importance of Policy Irrelevant 
Research into Forced Migration." Journal of Refugee Studies 21, no. 4 (2008): 432-53. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

3. May 5  
 

Epistemological considerations: refugees or forced migrants? 
 

a. Hathaway, James C. "Forced Migration Studies: Could We Agree Just to ‘Date’?". Journal of 
Refugee Studies 20, no. 3 (2007): 349–69 

b. Malkki, Liisa. "Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and Dehistoricization." 
Cultural Anthropology 11, no. 3 (1996): 377-404. 

c. Chimni, B.S. "The Birth of a Discipline: From Refugee to Forced Migration Studies." Journal 
of Refugee Studies 22, no. 1 (2009): 11-29. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
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4. May 12 
 

Remembering refugees: history and refugee studies  
 

a. Marfleet, Philip. "Explorations in a Foreign Land: States, Refugees, and the Problem of 
History." Refugee Survey Quarterly 32, no. 2 (2013): 14-24. 

b. Remembering Refugees: Then and Now, Tony Kushner Manchester, Manchester 
University Press 2006, Ch. 1 

c. Glen Peterson. “Colonialism, Sovereingty and the History of the International Refugee 
regime” in Refugees in Europe, 40 years crisis , 2017 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 
 

5. May 19 
 
Reluctant colonial and willing post-colonial humanitarianism? 
  

a. Shadle, Brett L.  "Reluctant Humanitarians: British Policy toward Refugees in Kenya During 
the Italo-Ethiopian War, 1935-1940." The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History (2018). 

b. Tague, Joanna. "Before Asylum and the Expert Witness: Mozambican Refugee Settlement 
and Rural Development in Southern Tanzania, 1964-1975." In African Asylum at a Crossroads: 
Activism, Expert Testimony, and Refugee Rights, edited by Tricia Redeker Iris Berger, 2015. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

 
6. May 26 

 
 Refugees as agents of development? 
 

a. Rosenthal, Jill. "From ‘Migrants’ to ‘Refugees’: Identity, Aid, and Decolonization in Ngara 
District, Tanzania." Journal of African History 56 (2015): 261-79. 

b. Tague, Joanna.. "Displaced Agents of Development: Mozambican Refugees and Tanzanian 
Nation-Building Projects,  1964-1975." International Journal of African Historical Studies 50 
(2017): 121-45 

c. ‘profitable strangers’ in Marfleet “Refugees in a global era”, p. 105f  
 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
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7. June 2 
 
 Reception and perception of refugees in host communities 
 

a. Opondo, Enoch Okwach. "The Stranger among the Luo of Kenya: Some Notes on 
Attitudes Towards Asylum, Seekers. Refugees and Other Forced Immigrants in an African 
Community." Oxford: RSP Documentation Centre, 1994. 

b. Williams, Christian A. "Practicing Pan-Africanism: An Anthropological Perspective on 
Exilehost Relations at Kongwa, Tanzania." Anthropology Southern Africa 37, no. 3-4 (2015): 
223-38. 

c. Marx, Emanuel. "The Social World of Refugees: A Conceptual Framework." Journal of Refugee 
Studies 3, no. 3 (1990): 189-203. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

 
8. June 9   

 
 Counting and classifying refugees 
 

a. Glasman, Joël. "Seeing Like a Refugee Agency: A Short History of Unhcr Classifications in 
Central Africa (1961-2015)." Journal of Refugee Studies 30, no. 2 (2017): 337–62. 

b. Weitzberg, Keren. "The Unaccountable Census: Colonial Enumeration and Its Implications 
for the Somali People of Kenya." Journal of African History 56 (2015): 409-28. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

9. June 16 
 

Living in exile 
 

a. Williams, Christian A. "Education in Exile: International Scholarships, Cold War Politics, 
and Conflicts among Swapo Members in Tanzania, 1961–1968." Journal of Southern African 
Studies 43, no. 1 (2017): 125-41. 

b. Panzer, Michael G. "Building a Revolutionary Constituency: Mozambican Refugees and the 
Development of the Frelimo Proto-State, 1964–1968." Social Dynamics A Journal of African 
Studies 39, no. 1 (2013): 5-23. 

c. Terretta, Meredith. "Cameroonian Nationalists Go Global: From Forrest Maquis to a Pan-
African Accra." The Journal of African History 51, no. 2 (2010): 189-212. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 
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• Summary Email 
 
 

10. June 23 
 

Living in refugee camps 
 
a. Lingelbach, J. (2017). "Refugee Camps as Forgotten Portals of Globalization: Polish World 

War II Refugees in British Colonial East Africa." Comparativ 27(3-4): 78-93. 
b. Williams, Christian A.  "Living in Exile: Daily Life and International Relations at Swapo's 

Kongwa Camp." Kronos 37 (2011): 60-86. 
c. Martin, Staci B. et al. “Kakuma Refugee Camp: Where knowledge and hope resides.” Refugee 

Education: Integration and Acceptance of Refugees in Mainstream Society (2018). 
 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

 
11. June 30 

 
 The Empire Returns: “refugees” and “repatriates” or “the returned” 
 

a. Kalter, Christoph. "Rückkehr oder Flucht? Dekolonisierung, Zwangsmigration und 
Portugals Retornados." Geschichte und Gesellschaft 44 (2018): 250-84. 

b. Claire Eldrige, “The Empire Returns: ‘Repatriates’ and ‘Refugees’ from French Algeria” p. 
195f in Refugees in Europe, 40 years crisis. 

c. Tague, Joanna. "American Humanitarianism and the End of Portugal’s African Empire: 
Institutional and Governmental Interests in Assisting Angolan Refugees in Congo, 1961–
74." Portuguese Journal of Social Science 14, no. 3 (2015): 343-59. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

 
12. July 7  

 
Politicization and depoliticization of refugees as political subjects 
 

a. Williams, Christian A. "Refugees and Social Theory: From the Politics of ‘Bare Life’ to 
Refugees as Political Subjects." Acta Academica 46, no. 4 (2014): 117-31. 

b. Omata, Naohiko. "Unwelcome Participation, Undesirable Agency? Paradoxes of De-
Politicisation in a Refugee Camp." Refugee Survey Quarterly 2017, no. 36 (2017). 

 

• Input Presentation 
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• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 
 

13. July 14  
 
 Legalizing Status: the OAU and its refugee convention 
 

a. Okoth-Obbo, George. "Thirty Years On: A Legal Review of the1969 OAU Refugee 
Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa." Refugee Survey 
Quarterly 20, no. 1 (2001): 79-138.  

b. Bond Rankin, Micah. "Extending the Limits or Narrowing the Scope? Deconstructing the 
OAU Refugeee Definition Thirty Years On." South African Journal on Human Rights 21, no. 3 
(2005): 406-35. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 

• Course evaluation 
 

 
14. July 21   

 
 Recent refugee movements in historical perspective 
 

a. Leo Lucassen (2018) Peeling an onion: the “refugee crisis” from a historical perspective, 
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 41:3, 383-410, DOI: 10.1080/01419870.2017.1355975 

b. Reinisch, Jessica and Matthew Frank “‘The Story stays the same?’ Refugees in Europe from 
the ‘Forty Year’s Crisis’ to the Present”, p.1-21 in Refugees in Europe, 40 years crisis, 2017 

c. Zetter, Roger. "More Labels, Fewer Refugees: Remaking the Refugee Label in an Era of 
Globalization." Journal of Refugee Studies 20, no. 2 (2007): 172–92. 

 

• Input Presentation 

• Disucssion forum contribution 

• Summary Email 
 

 
 
 


