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1
STARTING IN THE POLITICAL, 

NEGOTIATED IN  
LIFE-WORLDS

Moving from Zagreb to Vienna in September 2021 was a new and partly 
unexpected experience for me. My first subway rides revealed just how many 
people from ex-Yugoslavia were to be found in every corner of the city. And I 
was (becoming) one of them. Talking on the phone while commuting made 
me feel self-aware at first, as I questioned whether I was the subject of glances 
from other people. Were they looking at me or was I imagining it? If they 
were, was it in judgement or was it something else? Who were they – Vien-
nese or ex-Yugoslavs? In an odd way, it felt almost threatening. After some 
thinking, rethinking, and overthinking, I realised that people might have 
been glancing at me because they understood the language I spoke. So, in the 
end they might have been ex-Yugoslavs all along!

I often found myself intuitively looking up towards commuters who I 
heard and understood too – an everyday practice of noticing and singling 
out those I felt most familiar with across the cityscape of Vienna. Yet I never 
felt quite at home in the two years I had lived there. I frequently travelled 
from Vienna to Zagreb and this accentuated the feeling of being out of place 
or in-between places. I often felt as a “familiar stranger” to the whole lot of 
people I had shared space with – the Viennese, Viennese ex-Yugoslavs, other 
Viennese “with a migrant background”, and Zagrebians alike. I saw myself as 
a person who fit into the box of Other to Viennese, and a person who shared 
experiences with Viennese ex-Yugoslavs and Zagrebians, but not quite. I had 
a migration experience, but I was new to Vienna and without a community, 
contrary to the usual assumption that you move where you know someone to 
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help you out. Though without community, I did have one friend who passed 
their flat onto me and visited every few months. I had moved to study in an 
English-speaking university, yet when I would say I moved to Vienna from 
Zagreb, the first assumption and question would usually be “for which job?”. 
I did not speak much German, which was seen as unfortunate but common. 
Not speaking German at the point of arrival, and learning on the go or not 
learning at all was seen as a usual occurrence, although many, both in Zagreb 
and Vienna, had told me it was extremely important to learn the language, 
especially if I had any aspiration of staying there. In Zagreb, although I 
thought of myself as local, it did not take long after moving away to lose my 
sense of belonging more and more. I often confronted myself, and others did 
too, with questions of whether I was permanently leaving for Vienna. There 
was an assumption by many in Zagreb that this would be good and prosper-
ous for me as long as I stayed away from “the other ex-Yugoslavs” and sur-
round myself with Viennese and “internationals”, whoever these might have 
been. In the end, I was surrounded by many different people who became 
my community, among them ex-Yugoslavs too, in spite of all the advice I had 
received.

The idea I had of Viennese ex-Yugoslavs when I arrived in Vienna, and the 
view of many who shared the aforementioned advice, had been informed by 
the way ex-Yugoslavs abroad, and sometimes especially Croat(ian)s,1 were 
constructed in political contexts which then easily seeped into everyday dis-
course. They were referred to as Croatian diaspora in Croatian political and 
everyday contexts. This imagined group was presented as some mythical peo-
ple with whom I was supposed to share a primordial connection and a sense 
of “Croatianness”,2 no matter our physical distance. But instead, I felt slight 
contempt and disgust towards the whole idea, dismissing it as completely 
over the top and distastefully nationalistic. These feelings and views were 
influenced by the underlying notion of Balkan and classist stereotypes about 
ex-Yugoslavs in Western countries as lower class, undereducated physical 
workers with right-wing and heavily nationalistic political views who talked 
about moving back but never did; in contrast to Germans and Austrians who 
I, in a way, looked up to and saw as orderly citizens, neat, and capable, much 
like their cities and countries. I had internalized these stereotypes while 

1	 The nouns Croat and Croatian are both translated to “Hrvat/ica”, the first one would denote an ethnicity and 
the second one nationality.

2	 hrv. “hrvatstvo”.
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growing up, through casual conversations with family and friends, through 
television and social media, and through the fact that I also had family mem-
bers living in Germany (who didn’t?). Yet it was only after moving to Vienna 
that I started to see people as an entity separate from the political discourse – 
because now I was (becoming) one of them. Besides being a cultural insider 
of Zagreb and Croatia, I was becoming an insider of a particular migration 
experience in Vienna.

I started to build on my own experience – and being a Viennese ex-Yugo-
slav proved to be far more complex and layered than I had initially thought. 
The way I saw myself was changing as I was situated between the two cities, 
not quite part of either. I was at the same time a Zagrebian, a Croatian, an 
ex-Yugoslav, a Yugo, and a Balkan – a person who could not and did not want 
to decide on any particular identity denominators and wanted to claim them 
all. I was also an English-speaking university student with little knowledge 
of German and no or very few local connections, wanting to live in and leave 
Zagreb and Vienna alike. In the end, I left Vienna, but not without writing 
about it.

I spent two years studying in Vienna and wrote a master thesis which is 
the basis of this book. Through this research, I wanted to confront myself and 
what I thought I knew about “Croatian diaspora” with the lives of those who 
would seemingly fit this description, or at least be expected to. My aim was 
to explore diaspora politics enacted by Croatia’s nation-state representatives 
within political speeches about “Croatian emigration/diaspora” in parallel 
with the life-worlds and experiences of Viennese Croats through their life 
stories. The purpose was to see how political narratives about and everyday 
tales of those with migration experience interacted and communicated, and 
if they did so in the first place. By exploring these discourses, I wanted to bet-
ter understand, explain, and interpret others’ experiences of migration, and 
to understand myself better as well. Therefore, I wanted to give attention to 
and answer two main questions: how was the “Croatian emigration/diaspora” 
constructed through the diaspora politics of nation-state representatives, and 
how were Viennese Croats’ heterogeneous and polyvocal identities negotiated 
through their life stories. This was an overlooked niche, set aside in previous 
research – the parallel study of political and everyday discourses of migration 
experiences in the context of (post-)Yugoslav and Croatian space. I wanted 
to allow the discourses within Croatia’s nation-state representatives’ political 
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speeches and Viennese Croats’ narrative biographies to converse and reflect 
upon each other, looking at nuanced ways in which these discourses informed 
a special field-site where the national political-scape of home, homeland, and 
diasporic identities met the life-worlds of Viennese Croats.

This book begins in the realm of political and politicised ideas of 
Viennese Croats and their (our) identities, and moves towards the negotia-
tion of these identities in life-worlds – “the world as immediately or directly 
experienced in the subjectivity of everyday life, […] includ[ing] individual, 
social, perceptual, and practical experiences” (The Editors of Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 2016). A focal point in this analytical process was the framework 
of contemporary migration studies and the concept of emplacement.

Migration and integration research, as well as migration studies, “orig-
inat[ed] in a historically institutionalised nation-state migration appara-
tus and [are] thus entangled with a particular normalisation discourse” 
(Dahinden 2016, 2207). There has been a tendency of migration studies to 
view research topics and the social world through the lens of methodolog-
ical nationalism, which is “understood as the assumption that the nation/
state/society is the natural social and political form of the modern world” 
(Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002, 301). Indeed, “with their academic legit-
imacy, academic paradigms have supported political and public discourse 
while simultaneously they themselves were imbued with national ideology 
just like political and media discourses” (Čapo 2019, 65; my translation). 
However, the framework of this book, following contemporary migration 
studies, operates under the notion of the experience of migrant movement 
as a multidirectional process. This is the perspective of transnationalism that 
aims at the reformulation of the concept of society, trying to untie it from 
the nation-state and national boundaries, and thus from the analytical pit-
falls of methodological nationalism, i.e. understanding (confining, and natu-
ralising) migrant experiences within an epistemology of a world neatly and 
firmly divided into nation-states (Dahinden 2016; Levitt and Glick Schiller 
2004; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). Transnational migration denotes 
a process of (re)constituting “simultaneous multi-stranded social relations 
that link together [one’s] societies of origin and settlement” and its actors 
uphold their everyday lives according to their multidirectional interconnec-
tions across borders (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, 48).3

3	 This is also the leading paradigm in migration studies which emerged in the 1990s (Ivanović 2012, 17; Hali-
lovich 2012, 167).
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Following this approach, I also aim to move away from conceptualising 
research subjects through an ethnic lens, understood as “a prioritisation of 
ethnic and/or national categories in analysis” (Çağlar 2016, 2). An ethnic 
lens poses a risk of obscuring “multiple sources and dynamics of migrant 
agencies, sociabilities and belongings, as well as the divisions based on class, 
religion or politics among members of those identified as being from the 
‘same’ group” (Çağlar 2016, 2). Methodological nationalism and ethnic lens 
are serious issues in conceptualising research due to the power imbalance 
they introduce, with migration studies then posing risks of reproducing 
hegemonic power relations, social and political exclusion, and in some cases 
racist and neo-colonial reasonings (Dahinden et al. 2021, 539).

To develop my analysis away from methodological nationalism and the 
ethnic lens, I employ the concept of emplacement. Emplacement encom-
passes “social processes through which a dispossessed individual builds or 
rebuilds networks of connection” (Glick Schiller 2014 in Glick Schiller and 
Çağlar 2016, 21). This concept helps me capture the relationship between 
networks of power and a person’s efforts to emplace themself “within the con-
straints and opportunities of a specific locality at a particular time” and “links 
together space, place and power” (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2016, 21). Its 
conceptual pair, the notion of displacement, encompasses a range of precar-
ious mobilities and dispossessions, which makes it possible to look into not 
only cross-border movement, but also experiences of unemployment, inse-
cure or poorly paid employment or downward social mobility (Morell 2014 
in Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2016, 21). While some established concepts 
within migration studies treat migration experience as primary, giving it and 
its research subjects a rigid spatial and temporal framework,4 emplacement  

4	 Concepts that fall short of critically situating their subjects away from a strict spatial and temporal frame, and 
have limited analytical value, which I decided against using for this reason, are post-migrant and (transnational) 
generation. Both concepts deny historicity and contemporaneity to migrants and their experiences, anchoring 
them in a space and time which is not here and now, but in a vague there and then (cf. Çağlar 2016). 
The concept of post-migrant is defined as “the descendants of migrants who have not experienced the actual 
spatial mobility themselves but whose actions and lives bear the traces of migration” (Çağlar 2016, 3). Drawing 
on the concept of post-socialism, migration as an experience of cross-border movement is inscribed in the con-
cept of post-migrant, a priori differentiating (post-)migrants from others (Çağlar 2016, 6–7). There is a designat-
ed space and time framing post-migrant subjectivities, thus “perpetuat[ing] the language of transition” (2016, 7). 
The spatial and temporal framing of the concept of generation in migration studies leads to a similar issue. 
First developed by Karl Manheim, generation is “a way of understanding differences between age groups” 
and “a means of locating individuals and groups within historical time” (Pilcher 1994, 481). In migration 
studies, this connotes specific intra-group connections and inter-group differences, a sense of unity within 
a generation, all connected to a specific (degree of) experience of cross-border movement. Distinguishing 
between 1st, 1.5, 2nd, etc. generations of migrants implies common traits depending on if one experienced 
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and displacement, in contrast, do not “[anchor] migrants’ frames and ref-
erences of action elsewhere and to other times different from the ‘natives’/
non-migrants’” (Çağlar 2016, 8; emphasis in original). They encourage for 
research subjects and their experiences to be viewed within historicity and 
contemporaneity – in the here and now and within their historical actuality. 
Thus, these concepts reject an absolute primacy of migration experience in 
constituting people’s life-worlds, not falling into the traps of methodological 
nationalism and ethnic lens, but also not denying migration experiences.

I view migrant movement and migration experience as nuanced phe-
nomena that require reflexivity, and thus attempt to critically situate my 
own approach and the knowledge I produce, aiming not to reproduce power 
imbalances nor social and political exclusion. Even so, exploring migrant 
experiences is difficult without acknowledging nation-states and their bor-
ders, especially within a book that studies Croatian diaspora politics in paral-
lel with narrative biographies of informants who identify themselves in some 
way as Croat(ian) in Vienna, regardless of their designated “country of ori-
gin”. Migrant experiences and their ethnic and national backgrounds can and 
do have (sometimes determinant) impact on everyday lives. Thus, migration 
experience, and especially ethnicity and nationality, in this context function 
more like a prism than a lens, as a point through which the lived experience 
of Viennese Croats and political discourses on “Croatian diaspora” meet and 
disperse, bend, and refract in specific ways. I decided to start at the ethnic 
and national level to capture the construction of a “Croatian diaspora” in 
political discourse, and continue critically toward conceptualising Viennese 
Croats’ narratives and identification through emplacement, beyond their 
migration experience.

In the first chapter, Migration Trails: Research & Policies, I provide an over-
view of similar previous research and migration policies within three specific 
timeframes: the 1960s-1980s Yugoslav labour migration, also referred to as 
guestwork, 1990s migration and displacement experiences during wartime, 
and 2000s-present migrations connected to the deepening of the socio- 

cross-border movement as an adult (1st), a child (1.5), or if one is a descendant of the previous generations 
(1st generation’s children are the 2nd, their children are the 3rd, etc.). The transnationalism paradigm already 
problematised this issue and proposed to divide only migrants and transnational generation (cf. Čapo 2019). 
However, much like the post-migrant concept, the transnational generation distinguishes a group with indi-
rect experiences of cross-border movement, thus designating it again within a specific spatial and temporal 
framework.
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economic crisis of the post-privatisation period and Croatia’s accession to 
the European Union. Here, I explore the academic and policy frameworks 
established for (post-)Yugoslav migration experience, how they are writ-
ten about, how difficulties in emplacement persist and connect to the ways 
nation-states try to limit movement across different timeframes.

In the second chapter, “Unity of Emigrated and Homeland Croatia”: 
Constructing a Croatian Diaspora, I analyse diaspora politics enacted by 
Croatia’s nation-state representatives, employing critical discourse analysis 
of their political speeches and critically assessing the concept of diaspora. 
This chapter explores how the political speeches evoke diaspora politics, 
constructing a diaspora myth and unity between the imagined national and 
transnational community – “unity of emigrated and homeland Croatia”. Here 
I consider how emplacement is seen within diaspora politics, how, when, and 
why it is represented and used in the construction of a “Croatian diaspora”.

The third chapter, “Sometimes We Have to Prove Ourselves”: Viennese Croats 
Negotiating Identities Within the City and Beyond, examines the narrative biog-
raphies of Viennese Croats and how they narrate “success stories of emplace-
ment” through negotiating ways of being and belonging within transnational 
social fields, and through rewriting symbolic and social boundaries. I attend 
to these everyday lived experiences through an ethnographic approach, i.e. 
participant observation and in-depth interviews with eight Viennese Croats 
whom I met at the end of 2022 and beginning of 2023. With the informants 
and through their narration, I explore the space of Vienna, who are seen as its 
people and in what manner, who are contextually perceived as the “we” and 
who are seen as the “they”. I also analyse the most important tropes of suc-
cess stories of emplacement within their narratives – language acquisition, 
school and work experiences.

The final chapter Closing Reflections, Left Ajar summarises and reflects on 
the book’s key questions, themes, and insights.



14

2 
MIGRATION TRAILS: 

RESEARCH & POLICIES
Instead of pinning subjects to a specific historical moment and space, research 
can follow the migration trail instead, a historical trail in a sense, establishing 
timelines and circumstances of people’s lives, movement, and mobility, with 
regards to their migration experiences. Therefore, I will look into and pres-
ent the way migration experiences were shaped and how these experiences 
were framed through both academic literature on migration and migration 
policies. By placing previous research on this topic and migration policies 
within their corresponding timeframes, I aim to contextualise the frame-
works established for (post-)Yugoslav migration experience by academia 
and policy. With its choices of ethnic and national groups of interest, and 
with the research questions and topics themselves, previous research shapes 
the understanding of a (post-)Yugoslav migration experience, and what is 
of interest and importance within these experiences. Examining scholarship 
on migration and its policies can show how difficulties in displacement and 
emplacement persist and change throughout time, and how they connect to 
the ways nation-states try to limit movement across different timeframes. In 
this instance, I am looking at the 1960s-1980s Yugoslav labour migration, 
1990s migration and displacement experiences during wartime, and migra-
tions related to the 2000s-present socio-economic crisis and EU accession. 
These timeframes were also based on previous research on (post-)Yugoslav 
migration.

In the Yugoslav and Croatian context, the time when people started 
moving in numbers high enough and towards places distant enough for 
researchers to begin calling it a mass phenomenon of migration is usually 
recognized as the mid-19th century. Ethnologist and cultural anthropologist 
Jadranka Grbić (2006; 2014) noted three phases: (1) old emigration from 
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the second half of the 19th century until the First World War, with approxi-
mately 0.5 million transcontinental migrants; (2) new emigration dating to 
the interwar period involving approximately 150 000 transcontinental and 
European emigrants; and (3) the aftermath of WWII until approximately 
the 1980s, with up to 800 000 political (anti-communist) and economic, 
transcontinental and European emigrants. Accounting for the difference 
between political and economic migrants within the third phase of Yugoslav 
migration, anthropologist Daphne Winland (2009) further differentiated 
post-Bleiburg5 (1949-1961) and Socialist Yugoslavia (late 60s – early 70s) 
migration waves. Post-Bleiburg migrants fled abroad fearing prosecution 
due to their connections to the Independent State of Croatia, while Socialist 
Yugoslavia migrants were a combination of political and economic migrants 
(cf. Winland 2009, 126).

This distinction could be reflected in academic literature by separating 
research topics along the lines of political and labour migration. On the 
one hand, in the book Croatian Radical Separatism and Diaspora Terrorism 
During the Cold War, historian Made Nikola Tokić (2020) focused on one 
of the most active yet lesser known and researched terrorist groups of the 
Cold War – the anti-Yugoslav Croatian diaspora, also called Croatian sepa-
ratists. Tokić (2020) explored the discourses and practices of radicalisation 
which led to terrorism as a form of political expression among this group. 
On the other hand, anthropologist and migration scholar Jasna Čapo dealt 
with the transnational character of Croatian guest workers’ experiences 
in Germany in the ethnography Two Homes: Croatian Labour Migration to 
Germany as a Transnational Phenomenon (2019) stemming from 15 years’ 
worth of fieldwork. Čapo (2019) analysed the informants’ transnational 
mobilities within Germany, Croatia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In partic-
ular, she focused on the informants’ bilocality and the deconstruction of an 
essentialist notion of home, transnational families, identity construction and 
dilemmas, especially among the transnational generations, plans of return, as 
well as investments made in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Similarly, 

5	 Bleiburg refers to a series of events at the end of Second World War involving the retreat, surrender, and 
killing of soldiers and civilians associated with the Independent State of Croatia by partisan forces. The Inde-
pendent State of Croatia (hrv. Nezavisna Država Hrvatska, NDH) was established in 1941 by the Ustashe, a 
Croatian fascist organisation, with direct military and political backing from and dependency upon the Axis 
powers, Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. Under the NDH and Ustashe regime, systematic and brutal crimes 
were committed against Jews, Serbs, and Roma, as well as the prosecution of anti-fascists. The state collapsed 
in 1945 with the defeat of Nazi Germany and establishment of Socialist Yugoslavia.
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historian Vladimir Ivanović’s historical monography You Write Geburtstag 
as Is: Yugoslav Guestworkers in FR Germany and Austria 1965–1973 (2012) 
explored the lives of ex-Yugoslav guestworkers in the Federal Republic 
of Germany and Austria in the 1960s and 70s. His book is one of the few 
comprehensive works on the Austrian context of ex-Yugoslav migrant expe-
riences. Ivanović deals with the historical, political, and policy background 
of guestwork migrations from Yugoslavia in 1960s and 70s and ethnograph-
ically narrates the experiences of Yugoslav labour migrants. He accounts for 
the reasons of their migration from Yugoslavia for work, how they managed 
their work and everyday lives in Germany and Austria, their influence on 
Yugoslavia, and how they were perceived in the public domain of Yugoslavia 
and the receiving countries. Anthropologist Sanja Lončar (2013) researched 
guestwork in Germany with a specific goal to move away from the stereo-
typical representation of guestworkers as low-paid manual workers, doing 
fieldwork with women labour migrants who were better educated, decided 
on labour migration later in their lives and migrated alone, without their 
families. Lončar (2013) explored the importance of developing and spread-
ing transnational social networks for women workers in Munich in order to 
operate in the informal labour market.

Following the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s and the emergence 
of its successor states, in the post-Yugoslav context I differentiate the 1990s 
migration and displacement experiences in wartime from the 2000s-present 
migrations connected to the 2008-2009 socio-economic crisis and Croatia’s 
accession to EU in 2013 (cf. Valenta et al. 2024). A large body of academic 
literature within migration studies on the wars of the 1990s mostly focused 
on the topics of seeking refuge and diaspora. Sociologists Marko Valenta et 
al. (2024) found that during the 1990s wars, one of the most striking chang-
es in migration flow was “represented by the large-scale outflows to Serbia” 
while noting “that the war in Croatia also resulted in substantial refugee 
migrations of ethnic Croats” (Valenta et al. 2024, 517).6 Jasna Čapo (2007) 
conducted an ethnography on forced migrations in the region of Srijem in 
Vojvodina, which was split between newly founded states after the 90s wars, 
and where Srijem Croats on the “Serbian side” of Srijem exchanged houses 

6	 Arsenijević (2010) provided data on refugees that migrated from Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) 
to Serbia from 1996 to 2009. According to the UNHCR data which Arsenijević presents, in 1996 there were 
524 000 registered refugees – 233 000 from BiH and 291 000 from Croatia.
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with the Srijem Serbs on the “Croatian side” of Srijem. Other scholars in the 
early 2000s focused on Bosnians seeking refuge and the Bosnian diaspora. 
Political scientist and migration scholar Barbara Franz (2003) explored the 
implications of legal and political changes in refugee law on Bosnian refugees 
in Austria and the US, comparing asylum, residence, and socio-economic 
issues. After establishing the existence of significant differences between the 
two countries refugee policies, the author claims that Bosnian refugees still 
adapted similarly in both countries, finding individual initiatives to have had 
a stronger impact on adaptation in comparison to state policy. Social anthro-
pologist Hariz Halilovich (2012) focused on Bosnian diaspora in the context 
of a transnationalism paradigm, proposing that these diasporic communities 
were not merely transnational, but trans-local – focusing their belonging to 
regions and locales that were not exclusively nationally bounded. Sociologist 
Marko Valenta and political scientist Sabrina P. Ramet edited the book The 
Bosnian Diaspora: Integration in Transnational Communities (2011) which 
provided insights into the experiences of the Bosnian diaspora in various 
countries of Europe, Australia, the US, but also Bosnia and Herzegovina’s 
neighbouring countries Croatia, Serbia, and Slovenia. The book explored the 
complexities of belonging, self-identification, integration, and relationships 
towards Bosnia and Herzegovina as a home country and others as receiv-
ing countries in the context of post-conflict migration, translocalism, and 
transnationalism.

In the 2010s, after Croatia’s accession to the EU, Valenta et al. pointed to 
a “reset” of the migration flow to Germany, “regain[ing] its place as the larg-
est host of emigrants from Croatia” (Valenta et al. 2024, 517),7 followed by 
Austria and Ireland (Mesarić Žabčić 2021). Anthropologists and migration 
scholars Marijeta Rajković-Iveta and Tea Horvatin explored migration from 
Croatia to Ireland in the period of 2015-2017, arguing that the reasons that 
Ireland had become “a destination” for “Croatian emigrants” post-EU acces-
sion were economic, but also a general dissatisfaction of living in Croatia as 
a conservative society, and a nation-state entangled in nepotism and cor-
ruption (Rajković Iveta and Horvatin 2017). Destabilizing the traditional, 
somewhat static migration view, social historian Rory Archer characterized 
migration to Ireland in the post-EU accession period by “hypermobility, 

7	 “According to UN data, the Croatian migrant stock in Germany more than doubled after Croatia became an 
EU member – from around 170 000 in 2010 to 321 000 in 2019” (Valenta et al. 2024, 518).
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individualism, personal choice, free access to the labour market and a fast-
paced, flexible labour market” (Archer 2025, 346), and Croatian migrants in 
Ireland as “late capitalist ‘wandering critics’, for whom a repertoire of narra-
tives about one (still nationally framed) location informs understandings of 
the other” (Archer 2025, 347).

While scholarship largely differentiated the nationally determined 
migrant groups stemming from Yugoslavia’s successor states, some authors 
like sociologist Ana Mijić (2020) conflated these ethnic and national divi-
sions from Serbian, Bosnian, Croatian, etc., back to (post- and ex-)Yugoslav 
categories, exploring symbolic belonging and boundaries of Viennese ex-Yu-
goslavs as a whole. She identified three types of symbolic boundaries at play, 
fluctuating in relation to the social setting and influenced by experiences of 
war and migration. These were “the ethnic boundaries – (re-)constructed and 
(re-)enforced by the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the ‘Balkanised’ symbolic 
boundaries between ex-Yugoslavian minorities and the Austrian majority, as 
well as the milieu-specific symbolic boundaries within the community itself ” 
(Mijić 2020, 1071).

To sum up, migration studies on (post-)Yugoslav migrations covered var-
ious topics like guestwork, displacement, contemporary social and symbolic 
boundaries, and diaspora terrorism, but there was some overlap in the main, 
broad questions they explored – how different (post-)Yugoslav migrants 
perceived themselves, and how others perceived them, where and how they 
belonged socially and politically, and how they shaped their life-worlds while 
acknowledging their migration experiences. Although not all the presented 
scholarly work focused on the impact migration policies may have had on 
their chosen questions and foci, policy is inherently intertwined with these 
issues and topics:

[…] policies [are] windows onto political processes in which actors, 
agents, concepts and technologies interact in different sites, creat-
ing or consolidating new rationalities of governance and regimes of 
knowledge and power (Shore and Wright 2011, 2).

Therefore, I found it important to provide a historical background which 
focused on migration policies as well. While this book is not a particular  
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endeavour in anthropology of policy,8 migration policies needed to be 
accounted for in order to adequately frame this research, its subjects, and 
their life-worlds, as these are simply not the same in spaces of different 
policy regimes. Thus, I am looking into migration policy from three focal 
temporal frames to contextualise (post-)Yugoslav migration experiences – 
1960s-1980s Yugoslav labour migration, 1990s migration and displacement 
experiences during wartime, and 2000s-present migrations connected to the 
deepening of the socio-economic crisis of the post-privatisation period and 
Croatia’s accession to the European Union. This helps me further acknowl-
edge the historicity of the research and its subjects, and to adequately 
account for “the life that is lived during a certain time and in a certain con-
text” (Svensson 1995, 42).

2.1 YUGOSLAVIA’S SEVENTH REPUBLIC, THE 90S WAR, 
AND EU ACCESSION DURING SOCIO-ECONOMIC CRISIS

In the beginning of the 1960s, Austria faced shortages of labour due to signif-
icant labour migration of Austrians to Switzerland and Germany. Yugoslavia, 
on the other hand, entered the 1960s as a country undergoing rapid changes. 
In a unique situation for an Eastern Bloc country at the time, Yugoslavia went 
through political and economic reforms to overcome barriers for a state-or-
ganised recruitment abroad – by opening borders, liberalising migration pol-
icies, and opening up to the international economic market (Bakondy 2017, 
113; Čapo 2019, 32). The state was shifting from a Soviet-style centralised 
economy towards a more decentralised “workers’ self-management” system. 
Labour migration was a widespread, although irregular phenomenon since 
the late 1950s, mostly from the north-western Yugoslav border regions of 
today’s Slovenia and Croatia. In 1965, Yugoslavia and Austria signed the 
Agreement on temporary employment, thus legalising it (Bakondy 2017, 
116; Bernard 2019, 470). This agreement was a way to formalise and tighten 
recruitment of migrant labour on both sides through regulating the recruit-
ment procedure, travel organisation, and the responsibilities of contrac-
tual partners (Bakondy 2017). Following this, Yugoslav labour migrations 

8	 Anthropology of policy is a field which focuses on “reveal[ing] larger processes of governance, power and 
social change that are shaping the world today” (Shore and Wright 2011, 1).
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reached their highest numbers from 1969 to 1973, with an estimated 1.3 mil-
lion Yugoslav workers and family dependents living abroad (Bernard 2012, 
1). Social historian Sara Bernard further stated that in 1970s, and during the 
migration peak, most ex-Yugoslav labour migrants came from Croatia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina:

According to the population census held in 1971, of a total Yugoslav 
population of 20,505,000, the number of Yugoslav workers employed 
abroad was estimated as between 700,000 and 900,000, accompanied 
by about 300,000 family members (Baučić, 1973, p. 204). The differ-
ent regions of Yugoslavia were unevenly affected by labour emigra-
tion: of the 671,908 Yugoslavs registered as “temporarily employed 
abroad” in 1971, the majority came from the northern republics of 
Croatia (33.4 percent) and from Bosnia–Herzegovina (20.4 percent) 
(Bernard 2019, 470).

Bernard (2019, 470) noted that the registration of labour migrants was not 
without problems, and that the actual numbers of labour migrations were 
miscalculated, which meant the scope of Yugoslav migration was underesti-
mated. This was due to imprecise records, informal recruitment practices and 
different classifications used by Yugoslav and foreign countries’ institutions 
in the process of leaving and returning. The author provides the example of 
the Yugoslav population census in 1971 and 1981, where migrants’ family 
members were counted together with diplomats’ and other representatives’ 
families in the earlier, and as a separate category in the later census (Bernard 
2019, 479).

The number of guestworkers in Austria peaked in 1973, with most of 
them coming from Yugoslavia. According to political scientist and interna-
tional development researcher Teresa Peintinger (2012), the percentage of 
Yugoslav labour migrants amounted to 87.5% of all guestworkers in 1973. 
According to cultural anthropologist Vida Bakondy (2017) and gender and 
migration scholar Verena Lorber (2017), this percentage was closer to 80%. 
Lorber (2017, 168–69) further stated that half of Yugoslav labour migrants 
were situated in Vienna, and around 95% were employed as unskilled work-
ers in the leather, textile and construction industries, and the tourism sector. 
Historian Vladimir Ivanović gave similar estimates, stating that Yugoslav 
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labour migrants made up almost 90% of the foreign labour force in Austria 
during the guestwork period (2012, 11).

Global political and economic changes influenced Austrian migration 
policies during the 70s. Due to the Yom Kippur War in 1973, members of 
OPEC halted oil shipments to all countries supporting Israel in the con-
flict. This led to drastically high prices of oil and recession in most Western 
Europe countries (Ivanović 2012, 11). In the aftermath of the oil crisis of 
1973, and Austria’s subsequent economic crisis, the Austrian 1975 Foreign 
Nationals Employment Law (Ausländerbeschäftigungsgesetz) officially halt-
ed the recruitment of labour migrants outside of the European Economic 
Community9 and strengthened the regulation of migration through work 
permits (Bakondy 2017, 136–37; Peintinger 2012, 4; Čapo 2019, 24; Kraler 
and Hollomey 2010, 41–42).

In Yugoslavia, the Croatian Spring movement10 happened in 1971, which 
political scientist Francesco Ragazzi (2017) identifies as another import-
ant event from that time, and connected to the shifts in migration policies. 
Ragazzi explained that the Yugoslav leadership was afraid of a Soviet invasion 
during the Croatian Spring, “with Brezhnev, the leader of the Soviet Union 
at the time, directly threatening Tito unless he established control over the 
events” (Ragazzi 2017, 44). In the aftermath of the movement, which was 
marked by the demand that Croatian national identity and language be legit-
imised and Croatia’s rights within the federation be respected, there were sig-
nificant concerns about “possible connections between workers temporarily 
abroad and the enemy [political, post-Bleiburg] emigration,” meaning secu-
rity risks in possible political entanglements of labour and political migrants 
(Ragazzi 2017, 44). Thus, on top of the 1971 census which marked the peak 
in ex-Yugoslav labour migration (Bernard 2012, 15), Yugoslav leadership’s 
fear of both physically and now politically uncontrolled migration was exac-
erbated by the Croatian Spring, and in 1973 migration was pronounced “to 
be a problem for national security and an obstacle to development” (Ragazzi 
2017, 44).

9	 Founded in 1957, the European Economic Community (EEC or Common Market) was the predecessor of 
the European Union, aimed at establishing a common market and trading policies between its members.

10	The Croatian Spring was a political and national movement which formed within the ranks of League of 
Communists of Croatia against unitarism and with aspirations for a reform of economic, cultural and political 
life, among intellectuals, academics and students.
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This resulted in an attempt to control labour migration, passing labour 
migration laws of 1973 and 1974,11 promoting a twofold policy. On the 
one hand, the policy was encouraging guestworkers to return, and on the 
other hand, it was extending services to workers abroad such as “education 
in all Yugoslav languages, media content including newspapers, radio, and 
TV, social welfare programs, workers’ assistance, and leisure activities […]  
[t]hrough consulates and cultural centres” (Ragazzi 2017, 45). These ser-
vices for labour migrants were similar to those provided to domestic work-
ers, with the goal to treat them “as nearly as possible as a matter of domestic 
politics, namely to control, educate, and socialise them according to socialist 
principles” (Zimmerman 1987, 112 in Ragazzi 2017, 45). Thus, Yugoslav 
labour migrants were symbolically reconceptualised into what political sci-
entist William Zimmerman calls the “seventh republic” (1987 in Ragazzi 
2017, 45) and Čapo an “exterritorial ‘Yugoslav archipelago’” (Čapo 2019, 9; 
my translation), with the state treating workers abroad as an integral part of 
Yugoslavia and the Yugoslav working class, trying to make them feel as if they 
never left Yugoslavia in the first place (Baskin 1986 in Ragazzi 2017, 45).

The fundamental premises in both Yugoslavia’s and Austria’s migration 
policies were the rotation and eventual return of labour migrants (cf. Čapo 
2019; Ivanović 2012). In Austria, they were first called “foreign workers” 
(Fremdarbeiter). This was changed to “guestworkers” (Gastarbeiter) in the 
1970s due to the close ideological connection of both Fremdarbeit (foreign 
labour) and Zwangsarbeit (forced labour) with the ideology of Nazi Germany 
(Ivanović 2012). Yugoslav classification named them “workers on tempo-
rary employment” (radnici na privremenom radu), and its successor states 
emerging from the 1990s dissolution changed the term to “diaspora” and 
“emigration” (Ivanović 2012). Austria changed their classification in 2008 to 
“people with a migrant background” (Menschen mit Migrationshintergrund), 
when respondents were asked about the birth country of their parents for 
the first time as part of the microcensus labour force survey (Statistik Austria 
Die Informationsmanager, n.d.). With this, the terminology became broad-
er – workers were left out of the definitions, and the notion of migration 
remained.

11	 The act on the basic conditions for temporary employment and protection of Yugoslav citizens employed 
abroad (1973) and Social Agreement on the Temporary Employment of Yugoslav Citizens Abroad and 
Return of Yugoslav Citizens from Employment Abroad (1974) (Ragazzi 2017, 53).
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The specificities, circumstances, contexts, and consequences of migra-
tion were changing with war and the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. 
People mostly from the territories of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and 
Croatia sought refuge outside of their places of residence – in the territo-
ries of Croatia, BiH, and Serbia, and across Yugoslav borders. They were 
sometimes legally categorised as refugees, other times as internally displaced 
persons (IDPs), or remained undocumented. Scholars, writing from differ-
ent points of view and disciplinary traditions, sometimes changed the terms 
they used depending on the destination of people’s movement. For example, 
internal displacement and forced migration would denote different move-
ment destinations, the former referring to ex-Yugoslav space, and the latter 
referring to destinations beyond its borders.12 Some scholars used the term 
refugees, and others displaced people, which was connected to the legal cat-
egories assigned to people seeking refuge.

In line with UNHCR data (Bagić and Mesić 2011), sociologist and 
migration scholar Drago Župarić-Iljić (2016) estimated that approximately 
five percent of Croatia’s population was displaced by the end of 1991 – 550 
000 in ex-Yugoslavia, and 150 000 people in West-European and other coun-
tries. Župarić-Iljić (2016) further estimated the largest numbers of displaced 
people being 400 000 people seeking refuge from Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
1992, and over 250 000 Serbs from Croatia in 1995. Sociologist and migra-
tion scholar Milan Mesić (1995, 661) stated that in 1992, UNHCR estimated 
approximately 45 000 Croatian people seeking refuge registered in Hungary, 
15 000 in Austria, 5 000 in Germany, 2 117 in Czechoslovakia, and 1 500 in 
Italy. According to Valenta (2011 in Hageboutros 2016, 50), by the end of 
the Yugoslav wars, from the estimated total of 1.4 million Bosnians seeking 
refuge, an estimated 650 000 people acquired “temporary protection”13 in 
the European Union and states preparing to enter the EU. Of all European 
countries, Germany and Austria admitted the most Bosnians seeking ref-
uge – the former admitted 320 000, and latter 86 500 people. In addition, 

12	 My understanding of “forced” in “forced migration” is not focusing on the destination where people are 
headed, and the force is not determined by destination, but by felt danger, political climate which makes it 
difficult to sustain life in a certain place, i.e. by the terms and ways of dispossession and displacement (cf. 
Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2016, 21; Çağlar 2016, 10). The idea is to see war as a determinant of the way 
people move in certain times and circumstances, so that the “forcedness” comes out of the constellation 
of war, departure, rescue, escape, and migration. Hence, people are not conceptualised as displaced only if 
they stay within the borders of a collapsing state when moving.

13	 I will further discuss temporary protection status (TPS) using the example of Austria specifically later in the 
chapter.
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geographer and migration scholar Rebeka Mesarić Žabčić (2007, 99–109) 
mentioned an estimation of 125 000 people leaving Croatia towards coun-
tries like Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden between 1991 and 2000.14 
However, she emphasised how more detailed statistical estimations were 
difficult to make due to unreliable data from the 1991 census, the absence 
of any other reliable data on migration between 1991 and 2000, the absence 
of an obligation to deregister residence in Croatia, and finally also due to 
most people having been registered as Yugoslavs, or citizens of (former) 
Yugoslavia upon their arrival to their destination countries (Mesarić Žabčić 
2007, 99–109).15

In response to the 90s wars, many European countries enacted visa 
requirements, yet in Austria admission and residence was still granted until 
late 1992 under the 1965 Austrian-Yugoslav Agreement on Visa Policies 
(Franz 2003, 8).16 “Between April and August 1992 more than 30,000 
Bosnian refugees entered Austria, the vast majority of whom arrived by train 
in Vienna” (Taucher 1995 in Franz 2003, 7–8), making Austria, due to its 
geographical position, the first Western European country where Bosnians 
sought refuge.

By the end of 1992, entry to Austria was progressively limited by the 
Ministry of Interior (Franz 2003, 8). This was also the time when the 1992 
Residence Law was adopted and enacted in 1993. According to this law, tem-
porary residence and temporary protection status (TPS) could be granted 
to nationals of a designated country for as long as it was deemed necessary 
by the state.17 This provided a separate legal category from the 1951 Geneva 
Convention refugee status which provided refugee status and political asy-
lum on individual basis18 (Franz 2003, 7–8; 2005, 49).

14	 The author excluded refugees from her estimation, reasoning that her article was focused on the reasons 
for migrating, and thus refugees were out of scope. The author was presuming that seeking refuge had 
been in itself a reason for migrating and a forced type of migration (cf. Mesarić Žabčić 2007). I had not been 
able to obtain other different or more general estimations at the time of writing.

15	 For example, in Germany the term Yugoslav was replaced with new national classifications in 1994 (Mesarić 
Žabčić 2007, 99).

16	 The Agreement permitted a 3-month stay without a visa, often prolonged to six months (Franz 2003, 8).
17	 “Paragraph 12 of the Residence Law enables the federal government to pass decrees ‘during times of 

heightened international tension, armed conflict or other circumstances that endanger the safety of entire 
population groups, […] and to order that directly affected groups of aliens who can find no protection 
elsewhere shall be accorded a temporary right of residence in the federal territory’” (translated in Danish 
Refugee Council 1997: 11 in Franz 2003, 8).

18	 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, i.e., the 1951 Geneva Convention, is a United Nations legal 
document which defines the term “refugee”, outlines their rights, and states’ obligations, among them the 
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Austria “thus set the precedent in Europe for employing TPS [temporary 
protection status] for refugees from the Balkan area” (Franz 2003, 8). TPS 
denied most financial and social services otherwise available under the 1951 
Convention, refugee status and political asylum, thus treating people as only 
de facto refugees:

In Austria, Convention or political refugees receive a number of 
social services and benefits, such as social security and health and 
unemployment benefits, as well as immediate permission to seek and 
accept employment. In essence, a political refugee is entitled to the 
same social services as an Austrian citizen. Because of TPS, Bosnian 
refugees were in effect excluded from most of these benefits (Franz 
2005, 49).

It is also important to note that obtaining the TPS status was possible only 
under the conditions of having valid travel documents, sufficient financial 
means, and, by April 1995, a visa to enter Austrian territory, which were dif-
ficult to obtain for Bosnians seeking refuge (Franz 2003, 8). In practice, the 
TPS framework allowed “states to give Bosnian refugees temporary residence 
status collectively but also reject them for political asylum” (Geistlinger 
1992, 20-5 and Taucher 1995, 232 in Franz 2003, 7–8). By offering basic 
temporary protection and residence rights, TPS was able to “satisf[y] pub-
lic opinion and international criticism concerned about human rights”  

right of asylum which had already been part of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 14, 
United Nations 1948). The 1951 Convention’s core principle is that of non-refoulment, meaning that a ref-
ugee cannot be returned to a country where they face serious threats to life or freedom (United Nations 
1951). Under the 1951 Geneva Convention, a refugee is a person “owing to well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of [their] nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 
[themself ] of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country 
of [their] former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to return to it” (United Nations 1951).
Temporary protection status (TPS) is a newer category which was first employed in Austria in the fall of 
1991, concerning people seeking refuge from the war in Croatia, and TPS was almost automatically applied 
for Bosnians seeking refuge upon entering Austria in 1992. The enactment of TPS “was possible only 
through a particular interpretation of the Convention refugee definition, and its framework, once devel-
oped, allowed Austria and other Western European states to reject the vast majority of Bosnian refugees’ 
asylum applications. […] In most states that provided TPS, with the exception of Canada and Great Britain, 
where temporary protection operates within the asylum procedure, the decision to grant temporary 
protection occurred simultaneously with a legally enacted or de facto suspension of asylum. This was also 
the case in Austria” (Franz 2005, 49).
In terms of refugee and asylum status, Franz considers the statuses under the 1951 Convention political as 
they are more permanent and secure. Thus, the author talks of political asylum and political refugees when 
referring to rights obtained under the 1951 Convention, unlike TPS where she speaks of temporary, more 
precarious status (cf. Franz 2003; 2005).
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(Hageboutros 2016, 53) without the state assuming more extensive respon-
sibilities and obligations for providing social services and rights under polit-
ical asylum. 

If those seeking refuge still wanted or tried to obtain political asylum 
and refugee status under the 1951 Geneva Convention, they needed to pass 
“individual eligibility procedures” which were not necessary when applying 
for TPS (Franz 2003, 8). Both the 1968 Asylum Law and its 1991 amended 
version, enacted in 1992, used the 1951 Convention definition of a refugee, 
making the criteria for refugee status in Austria technically, or in principle, 
identical to international law. Yet, the 1991 Asylum Law had introduced the 
principles of “safe third-countries” and “safe countries of origin” deeming 
applicants inadmissible if they could have sought protection in a third-coun-
try deemed safe or if their own country of origin was deemed safe (European 
Migration Network 2016). The main criteria to obtain the refugee status 
were that the person arrived directly from the country of persecution and 
had submitted the asylum application within one week of entry. In prac-
tice, these criteria prohibited the vast majority in obtaining refugee status 
and political asylum (Franz 2003, 8). The law also called for the formation 
of a new Federal Asylum Office responsible for establishing the eligibility 
of applicants (European Migration Network 2016), which, according to the 
stricter procedure of the 1991 Asylum Law, rejected more than two-thirds19 
of asylum applications:

on the ground that applicants did not arrive directly from the country 
of persecution, could not demonstrate their fear of individual perse-
cution, or, if the applicants could prove persecution, that their perse-
cutors were private groups rather than state-related institutions […] 
holding that the applicants had failed to establish a well-founded fear 
of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, member-
ship of a particular social group or political opinion in the sense of 
Article 1 of the 1951 Convention (Franz 2003, 9). 

In the event of war, this kind of administrative framing of asylum and refugee 
criteria served an impermeable administrative border, with the “burden of 
proof ” placed on those seeking refuge instead of those that could provide it. 

19	 “According to the statistics of the Ministry for the Interior, between May 1992 and April 1998 a total of 
4,477 Bosnians applied for asylum in Austria, of whom 1,277 were recognised as Convention refugees” 
(Franz 2003, 9).
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Franz’s insights (2003) showed the flip side of a humanitarian legal frame-
work that should have served to provide international protection in wartime 
and war-like time, yet it became another obstacle to humanitarianism. Thus, 
from a policy point of view, the 1990s marked a turn towards so called “man-
aged migration” (geregelte Zuwanderung) for Austria, meaning “that control 
of entry and residence became a main feature of migration controls in Austria 
and, hence, unlawful residence a defining feature of irregular migration” 
(Kraler and Hollomey 2010, 42).

International relations scholar Joelle Hageboutros (2016, 55), however, 
argued that her examination of the federal level actors who developed tem-
porary protection status (TPS) policy in Austria “reveal[ed] a liberal-leaning 
Austrian parliament in power during crisis,” and that this partly explained 
the low repatriation rates in the post-war period, unlike Germany where 
massive repatriation took place. With the UNHCR-announced end of tem-
porary protection of Bosnians in 1997, Austria enacted the 1998 Bosnians 
Law (Bosniergesetz) which worked as “an official acceptance of permanent 
residency status of refugees who were initially offered ‘temporary protec-
tion’” (Hageboutros 2016, 53–54). Bosnians Law was specific to refugees 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina regardless of their ethnicity, while other ex-Yu-
goslav refugee groups would have had their statuses handled through other 
legislation like the mentioned Asylum Law and Residence Law. Thus, the 
Bosnians Law “upgraded” Bosnian de facto refugees’ statuses by providing 
them with permanent residence and a possibility to acquire citizenship after 
8 years of continuous residence. However, the Austrian state still had the 
option to select those people whose statuses it wanted to “upgrade” under 
the Bosnians Law, since it was conditional not only upon continual resi-
dence, but also on the proof of permanent employment, private living, and 
a clean criminal record (Hageboutros 2016, 55–56). Hageboutros’ insights 
(2016), while advocating for a view on Austria’s migration policies as more 
liberal-leaning, uphold the power dynamic Franz (2003) also showed. The 
matter of “choice” in “upgrading” de-facto refugee status under TPS would 
not have been possible for the Austrian state had Bosnians initially been 
able to acquire the political refugee status under the 1951 Convention 
(Hageboutros 2016, 55–56).

After the 1990s wars, a new increase in migration from Croatia started 
with the onset of the global economic crisis of 2008-9, and it rose further 
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with Croatia’s accession to the European Union in 2013 (Župarić-Iljić 2016, 
16–17).20 In the early years of Croatia’s EU accession, there were tempo-
rary restrictions in place for workers from Croatia as a new EU Member 
State. Austrian labour market restriction policy prescribed Croatian citizens 
with an “in-between” access. Though they were in a more favourable posi-
tion than “third-country nationals”, Croatian citizens still had an inferior 
status to Austrian workers. Furthermore, highly qualified workers, work-
ers in shortage occupations, health care workers, and seasonal workers in 
agriculture and tourism “enjoy[ed] easier access” (migration.gv.at n.d.). The 
prerequisites for individuals to get employed in the Austrian labour market 
during this period were: “Austrian wage and working conditions, no equally 
qualified registered workers available, no hiring-out of workers” (migration.
gv.at n.d.). Those who were already in Austria at the time would be issued 
a confirmation of freedom of movement under conditions prescribing the 
duration of residence and employment in Austria.21 Finally, when an indi-
vidual would obtain such a confirmation, it would also be issued to their 
partners and children, provided they lived in the same household (migra-
tion.gv.at n.d.).

These restrictions on labour market access were not unified across EU 
Member States and could be enforced for up to seven years. While Župarić-
Iljić (2016, 17) mentions that Austria was able to apply these measures the 
longest until July 2020, and it had indeed applied the measures until then, 
statistics show that Austria was still the top choice for migration in 2014 and 

20	 Data on migration from Bosnia and Herzegovina show an increase in movement toward Austria in the 
2010s as well, while emphasising these are only estimations according to residence deregistration (23.28% 
of total deregistration in 2017 is tied to Austria; Trifković et al. 2019, 37–38). A similar issue is found in 
Croatian statistics. There was no obligation of residence deregistration until 2012 in Croatia. The 2012 
legislation prescribed an obligatory cancellation of residence in case of permanent or temporary leave of 
country which exceeds one year. However, there is uncertainty that new legislation has been followed in 
full since 2012 (Župarić-Iljić 2016, 18). Further, according to the 2013 census in BiH (Agency for Statistics 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina n.d.), there were 544 780 people of Croatian nationality in BiH (15.4% of total 
population). Mobility of this part of the census-recorded population, provided they hold Croatian citizen-
ship, would have been made as easy or as difficult as that of Croatian citizens from Croatia after Croatia’s 
EU accession. The exact number of people holding a Croatian citizenship status could not be obtained at 
the time of writing.

21	 “Upon application, the Public Employment Service will issue a confirmation of freedom of movement 
(Freizügigkeitsbestätigung), provided that you: (1) already had free labour market access on the day of Cro-
atia’s accession to the EU (such as holders of a “Long-term Resident-EC/EU” or a Red-White-Red-Card 
plus) or (2) have been legally working in Austria for at least 12 months, (3) meet the requirements for a 
Red-White-Red-Card plus according to § 15 AuslBG or (4) have been settled in Austria for at least five 
consecutive years and have a regular income from lawful occupation (e.g. self-employed occupation) or (5) 
prove ten months of continued employment with a valid employment permit under the Red-White-Red-
Card system” (migration.gv.at n.d.).
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2015 after Germany and Serbia.22 Of the total 20 000 people in 2014 and 
almost 30 000 people in 2015 migrating from Croatia, 9.6% and 10.91%, 
respectively, were registered as moving to Austria.23 Furthermore, not only 
were people driven by economic and education reasons, family reunion 
and an increase in higher education mobility were also cited as motivations 
(Župarić-Iljić 2016, 18).

To sum up, starting as an illegal phenomenon in the 1950s, migration 
was envisioned as regulated, limited, and short-termed with guestwork 
agreements from the 1960s, with the goal of allowing movement, but only 
for the specific reason of labour, and for a short time. In the face of 1970s cri-
ses, further limitations and control were enforced, with Austria halting new 
guestwork employment and Yugoslavia’s strong state and political presence 
abroad (Bakondy 2017; Bernard 2012; 2019; Čapo 2019; Ivanović 2012; 
Kraler and Hollomey 2010; Lorber 2017; Peintinger 2012; Ragazzi 2017). 
During the 1990s wars, the 1965 guestwork agreement was still in force in 
Austria for a while, to then be replaced with laws and regulations tailored 
to the context of war, yet with their own sets of limits. Many were denied 
refugee status under the 1951 Geneva Convention and instead received 
temporary protection status (TPS), limiting their access to work and social 
services in the country. In the late 1990s, with the wars coming to an end, the 
“Bosnians Law” was passed, “upgrading” temporary protection status to per-
manent residency, yet again with a set of requirements – continual residence, 
permanent employment, private living, and no criminal record (Bagić and 
Mesić 2011; Franz 2003; 2005; Hageboutros 2016; Kraler and Hollomey 
2010; Mesarić Žabčić 2007; Mesić 1995; Župarić-Iljić 2016). Migration in 
the 2000s continued to be limited with visa requirements, despite Croatia’s 
accession to the EU. Although labour market restrictions were in place, EU 
accession was supposed to support a less restricted mobility of people. Yet, 
it took until 2020 for Austria to lift its post-accession labour market restric-
tions (Župarić-Iljić 2016; migration.gv.at n.d.). People’s statuses changed 
with the changes in migration policies, laws, and regulations. It is important 
to understand when, why, and how policies were established, as policies had 

22	 While the exact numbers were difficult to estimate (cf. Rajković Iveta and Horvatin 2017, 253–54) and 
considered relatively small when compared to Germany, Austria, and Serbia, after EU accession in 2013 
“Croatia has rapidly become one of the largest sources of immigrants to Ireland, relative to its population, 
with tens of thousands having moved to the republic by 2019” (Archer 2025, 345).

23	 In 2014, 38.2% were registered to had moved to Germany and 14.4% to Serbia, while in 2015, 41.6% were 
registered to had moved to Germany and 11.4% to Serbia (Župarić-Iljić 2016, 18).
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the power to determine people’s paths to a point, and impact their lives. This 
chapter showed how different policies perpetuated difficulties in displace-
ment and emplacement over decades. While differing in their design across 
the examined timeframes, they were all connected to the ways nation-states 
tried to limit movement. Thus, an overview of policy serves as a framing, a 
way to contextualize and provide essential background for the analysis that 
follows in the next chapters.
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3 
“UNITY OF EMIGRATED 

AND HOMELAND CROATIA”: 
CONSTRUCTING A CROATIAN 

DIASPORA
Reflecting on my own lived experience, I was aware that a lot of my opinions 
and beliefs about “Croatian diaspora” and distancing from it were influenced 
by my lived experience in Zagreb, and Croatia more broadly, and especially 
the politics I was exposed to. I was therefore interested in analysing the way 
the imagined community of “Croatian emigration/diaspora” is portrayed 
in political discourse. As potential reference frames for the experiences of 
informants discussed in later chapters, I focused on discourses enacted by 
two prominent nation-state representatives – Franjo Tuđman, the first pres-
ident of Croatia in the post-Yugoslav context, and Andrej Plenković, the 
current prime minister in the European, contemporary context – and the 
legitimacy historical context and memory politics provided them.24 I see 
them as representatives of specific diaspora discourses – Tuđman as the  

24	 Each of these two politicians represented state and diaspora politics in their time, which may have brought 
legitimacy to the discourses they employed. Both Tuđman and Plenković held similar positions in the sense 
of executive power within government. Tuđman as president in the semi-presidential system of the 1990s, 
and Plenković as prime minister in the parliamentary republic established after the constitutional chang-
es of the early 2000s. Furthermore, while Franjo Tuđman, often named “father of the homeland” in 
Croatian public discourse, was the founder and first president of the Croatian Democratic Union (Hr-
vatska Demokratska Zajednica; HDZ), Andrej Plenković has been its current president since 2016. HDZ 
is arguably the strongest political party and a prevalent actor in Croatian political life from 1990s till the 
present day, and also a prevalent actor in the construction and representation of “Croatian diaspora”. It is 
considered the founding political party of Croatia, as it won the first multi-party elections during the war 
and directly afterwards, after the fall of communism and dissolution of Yugoslavia. The party won parlia-
mentary elections either on its own or in coalitions with smaller political parties several times, holding the 
parliamentary mandates in 1990-2000, 2003-2012, and 2016 till the present day.
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representative of a “founding” state discourse about diaspora and Plenković 
as the representative of contemporary discourse, continuing and transform-
ing the “founding” one.

Francesco Ragazzi (2009) argues that the 1990s had brought the subject 
of “Croatian diaspora/emigration” to the fore in the political sense of what 
it meant to belong to a nation, community, or territory. This shift in identity 
politics as a framework of representation of a designated group, a communi-
ty, and its interests, fell at the time of Yugoslavia’s dissolution clearly as “a pol-
itics of the creation of difference” (Benhabib 1996, 3 in de Cillia et al. 1999, 
154) based on “essential” categories such as ethnicity or religion (Hylland 
Eriksen 2001, 42). 

Ragazzi problematises the idea of the nation that was, through the dis-
course of Franjo Tuđman and the Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) in 
the 1990s, “conceptualised in terms of an ‘internal’ and ‘external’ Croatia” 
(Ragazzi 2009, 143). He interprets the nationalistic discourse enacted by 
Tuđman and HDZ as “Croatia’s 1990s brand of nationalism,” which is “dias-
poric and transnational” – “an exile nationalism that has adapted to the trans-
national condition of globalisation […] addressing the diaspora as a central 
piece of its political cosmology” (2009, 144). Expanding on Ragazzi’s notion 
of diasporic and transnational nationalism, I conceptualise this to be resting 
on what historian Vjekoslav Perica sees as a diaspora myth – an instrument 
for legitimising a new regime, where diaspora is seen as a politically exploited 
invention and imagined community creating a “transnational ‘spiritual space 
of a people’” (2011, 117).25 I consider this imagined, transnational commu-
nity a state project relying on the construction of national identity through 
diasporic and transnational nationalism, thus including all those recognised 
as cross-border members, employed in the processes of (trans)national iden-
tity politics and nation-building.

I understand diasporic nationalism and the diaspora myth to function 
through power structures which shape individuals by the logic of governmen-

25	 I understand this diasporic and transnational nationalism to be relying on Benedict Anderson’s (2006 
[1983]) conceptualisation of national community as an imagined community in the sense that a nation has 
a meaning for all those it encompasses, but those meanings differ. While most members would not know 
each other, a sense of belonging could exist due to their acceptance of the idea of a common history, 
beliefs, traits, etc. According to Anderson, nation is “an imagined political community – and imagined as 
both inherently limited and sovereign” (2006 [1983], 6) and de Cillia et al. add that “nations are to be 
understood as mental constructs” (de Cillia et al. 1999, 15).
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tality, “conduct of conduct” (Madsen 2014, 814), a “form of thinking that 
strives to be relatively clear, systematic, and explicit about […] how things 
are and how they ought to be” (Dean 2009, 18–19).26 These power struc-
tures of governmentality enacted through the diaspora myth and diasporic 
nationalism serve a purpose in the founding of Croatia as a nation-state, i.e. 
in nation-building as a process through which a state “forge[s] political ties 
between citizens and the state” (Wimmer 2018, 1), a top-down, official, state 
project which manipulates identity construction and seeks to foster hegemo-
ny via discursive strategies (Tse 2014). Such an understanding of the diaspo-
ra myth through power structures and Perica’s (2011) and Ragazzi’s (2009) 
explication of the prominence of diaspora for the nation-building project 
indicates the significance of state representatives’ political speeches about 
diaspora as a reflection of that project. Thus, I conceptualise the political 
speeches of Tuđman and Plenković in the context of diasporic nationalism 
and the diaspora myth, as manifestations of Croatian (trans)national(istic) 
diaspora politics.

The analysis consists of nine speeches given by Croatia’s first president 
Franjo Tuđman from 1989 to 1998 and two speeches by current prime 
minister Andrej Plenković from 2019 and 2021.27 Of 14 available speeches 
from Franjo Tuđman, I chose nine, three interviews and six speeches, as they 
were dealing with and narrativising the imagined transnational community 
of “Croatian emigration/diaspora”. The speeches range from a prewar 1989 
radio interview in Malmö28 and a 1990 Youth Radio29 interview, to the more 
official speeches held in 1990 – at the constituent session of the Croatian 
Parliament, and at the promulgation of the Constitution. When it comes to 

26	 There are important differences between the Foucauldian poststructuralist governmentality and the in-
terpretative adaptation of the concept. According to Carol Bacchi (2015), a Foucauldian poststructuralist 
notion questions and problematises governmental policies and practices while the interpretative adaptation 
focuses on the policy makers’ process of developing problematisations. She argues that the Foucauldian 
notion provides a more substantive ground for policy critique – this is the perspective I employ as well.

27	 While Tuđman’s speeches were available in transcript online (cf. Tuđman 1989; 1990a; 1990b; 1990c; 1995; 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 1998), Plenković’s speeches were transcribed verbatim. The language of all speeches 
was Croatian – this was the language in which the analysis was conducted, while translations to English were 
provided for those parts which were used as examples in the analysis.

28	 From the transcript itself, I learned that Tuđman was interviewed by reporter Dolores Meić for a pro-
gramme dedicated to Yugoslav migrants on Radio Malmö. I could not recover any other information about 
this radio or the programme itself.

29	 Youth Radio (hrv. Omladinski radio), later known as Radio 101 (hrv. Stojedinica), was one of the most fa-
mous radio stations based in Zagreb. Founded in 1982, the radio station established itself as unconvention-
al, anti-establishment, and anti-government. In 1996, the state attempted to shut the radio down, leading to 
the largest protests in the history of Croatia.
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post-war speeches, I analysed Tuđman’s “Freedom Train”30 speech held in 
Split in 1995, and a few from 1997. These included Tuđman’s speech on the 
seventh anniversary of the first assembly of HDZ, his inaugural speech as 
elected president called the “Swearing-in Letter”,31 and the “Vukovar Train”32 
speech held in Zagreb. And finally, the selection ends with his 1998 inter-
view for the ‘WE’ newspaper33 (Tuđman 1989; 1990a; 1990b; 1990c; 1995; 
1997a; 1997b; 1997c; 1998). The two political speeches by prime minister 
Andrej Plenković were the only ones available online at the time of analysis. 
They originate from the Council for Croats outside the Republic of Croatia 
meetings in 2019 and 202134 (Plenković 2019; 2021). The Council and its 
meetings, as well as the Central State Office for Croats outside the Republic 
of Croatia35 were constituted according to the Law on Relations of the 
Republic of Croatia with Croats outside the Republic of Croatia (2011).36 
The audience of the Council’s annual meetings consisted mostly of its mem-
bers, Representatives of “Croats in Bosnia and Herzegovina”, “Croatian 
minorities”, and “Croatian emigration/diaspora”, along with members 
according to position – governmental, ministry, and institutional represen-
tatives (Articles 18 – 22 in Law on Relations 2011).37 The distribution of the 
speeches on television and online made them highly available, and arguably 
widely viewed.38

30	 Freedom Train refers to the symbolic reestablishment of the railway connection between Zagreb and Split 
after the 1995 Operation Storm. This railway connection represented a renewed connection between 
territories occupied during war and liberated through Operation Storm, regarded as one of the most 
important war operations and ending the 1990s war in Croatia.

31	 hrv. prisežna poslanica; could also be translated as “Oath Epistle”.
32	 Vukovar Train, also called Peace Train, refers to the symbolic reestablishment of the railway connection 

between Zagreb and Vukovar at the time of peaceful reintegration of the formerly occupied Croatian 
Danube region in 1996-1998.

33	 While I presume that the newspaper is connected to the Croatian Catholic Assembly “WE” (hrv. Hrvatski 
katolički zbor “MI”), I could not find more information on this newspaper. The Croatian Catholic Assembly 
“WE” is an organisation that also conducts a project called “Networked Croatia” (hrv. “Umrežena Hrvats-
ka”) supported by the Central State Office for Croats outside Croatia (hrv. Središnji državni ured za Hrvate 
izvan Hrvatske).

34	 hrv. Savjet Vlade Republike Hrvatske za Hrvate izvan Republike Hrvatske; called the Council in the text. 
There was an intermission in the meeting and broadcast in 2020 because of the COVID-19 pandemic.

35	 hrv. Središnji državni ured za Hrvate izvan Hrvatske.
36	 The last version of the Law on Relations was published in 2011 and prescribes relations between the 

nation-state and its differently categorized members (Law on Relations 2011; Winland 2002).
37	 According to the “number and significance” of Croats in respective communities, there are nine repre-

sentatives for Croats from Bosnia and Herzegovina, one of which is a representative from the Catholic 
Church from Bosnia and Herzegovina; there are 17 representatives for minorities and 29 for “Croatian 
emigration/diaspora”. Members according to their position in Croatian government – ministers, members 
of parliament, representatives of scientific institutions, the Catholic Church, NGOs, etc. – have no voting 
rights (Law on Relations 2011).

38	 The 2019 speech lasted approximately 30 minutes, was held in person and transmitted live on national 
television and later published on the government’s official YouTube channel (Plenković 2019). The speech 
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I conceptualise these political speeches as forms and reflections of dias-
pora politics and spaces where identity politics, nation-building and govern-
mentality mechanisms discursively intertwine, constructing a diaspora myth 
within the national myth. I aim to answer one of the two main questions, 
how “Croatian emigration/diaspora” is constructed top-down through dias-
pora politics enacted in the political speeches of Croatia’s nation-state rep-
resentatives. Through this question I also explore how emplacement is seen 
within diaspora politics, how, when, and why it is represented and used in the 
construction of a “Croatian diaspora”. Thus, I follow a continuity of thought 
on “Croatian diaspora” by these important political actors.39

Guided by critical discourse analysis (CDA), I discuss the phenomenon 
of “two Croatias” – internal and external, emigrated and homeland – and 
their unity, becoming one transnational body politic. As a problem-oriented 
research program, CDA fits this research framework, focusing on discourse 
as “structured by dominance; […] historically produced and interpreted, 
[…] situated in time and space; and that dominance structures are legiti-
mated by ideologies of powerful groups” (Wodak and Meyer 2001, 3), as 
well as power within and over discourse. I explore Tuđman and Plenković as 
representatives of specific diaspora discourses and their political speeches 
as forms and reflections of diaspora politics. Focusing on political speech 
as text, as power dynamics of those addressed and those addressing, I am 
looking into language and discourse actualisations of identity politics, 
nation-building and governmentality, in Croatia’s first president’s and the 
current prime minister’s speeches. To get to the diaspora myth and dias-
pora politics underlying their discourses, I will highlight, underline, and 
emphasise, but also establish a dialogue between these two political actors 
and their speeches. Starting from the exploration and analysis of the general 
conception of the diaspora myth, I couple Tuđman’s “founding” discourse 
with Plenković’s contemporary discourse. Then, I juxtapose the key aspects 
where each politician expands on the myth, namely the economic and iden-
tity aspects, and how, in their continuation, diaspora politics change and 
transform.

prime minister Plenković gave in 2021 was recorded in a 10-minute video, transmitted through a Zoom 
meeting of the Council, and later published on the government’s YouTube channel (Plenković 2021).

39	 Something that also played part in the selection of speeches was availability. If available, I would have also 
considered the speeches of former Croatian president Kolinda Grabar Kitarović, who could be said to 
have reestablished the “emigrated and homeland Croatia” as a strong conceptualisation in public political 
discourse too.



VIENNESE CROATS36

3.1 THE DIASPORA MYTH: NATION-STATE BORN IN UNITY 

In order to unravel the diaspora myth within the Croatian national myth, 
how Croatia came to be both ‘internal’ and ‘external’ (Perica 2011; Ragazzi 
2009), I focus chronologically on Tuđman’s and Plenković’s diaspora dis-
courses, on how these two politicians and representatives of diaspora poli-
tics framed the founding of Croatia as a nation-state consisting of two parts, 
“emigrated and homeland”, and what these two parts, especially “emigrated 
Croatia” were conceptualised to be.

In his interview for ‘WE’ newspaper, Tuđman (1998) narrated the histo-
ry of “Croatian emigration” starting from the Austro-Hungarian Empire to 
the Kingdom of Yugoslavia and Socialist Yugoslavia, emphasising that polit-
ical migration was present in all periods, due to both economic and political 
reasons. Referring to the end of World War II and the fall of the Independent 
State of Croatia, Tuđman (1998) called post-Bleiburg migration “distraught 
and defeatist […] giving up on the idea of a sovereign Croatia”. This was “an 
emigration with no personality, no programme which would consolidate 
the Croatianness40 in emigration and give a possibility of a statehood idea”, 
until the emergence of HDZ and Tuđman’s visits abroad in the late 1980s 
(Tuđman 1998). He mentioned how his visits abroad and presentations of 
the party programme “encouraged unification and reawakened the faith of 
that torn and disoriented Croatian emigration” (Tuđman 1998) – thus giv-
ing himself and the party an active role in the process of nation-building.

In 1989, giving a radio interview in Malmö just before the first multi-par-
ty elections in 1990, Tuđman stated how “historical hardships made one 
third of the Croatian people displaced […] all around the world” (Tuđman 
1989). This supposedly made cultural and economic networks, and human 
connections harder to maintain between “the emigration and the homeland” 
(Tuđman 1989). While scholarship could contradict this statement,41 the 
basis of a diaspora myth can be seen nonetheless – Tuđman’s “founding” dis-
course sets the stage with people, scattered through hardship, who would like 
to reestablish connections, which are difficult to keep. In the context of the 
1990s war, the establishment of those relations, the unity of “two Croatias” 

40	 hrv. “hrvatstvo”.
41	 From a fairly vast literature which would contradict this statement, I would especially recommend recently 

published work on labour migration in the 1960s-1980s, which elaborates on ways in which transnational 
fields and networks persisted through these times, up until today (cf. Čapo 2019; Ivanović 2012).
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was supposed to aid the founding of the nation-state as well. In a speech held 
in Split in 1995 after the end of the war, Tuđman (1995) said that a sovereign 
and democratic nation-state was possible only with the “unity of all lands, 
all classes, and the unity of ‘homeland- and emigrated Croatia’” (Tuđman 
1995). Thus, a diaspora myth became a part of a national myth, and the bor-
ders of a nation-state became transnational too.

When Tuđman discussed the results of HDZ’s political actions in the 
speech for the seventh anniversary of the first HDZ assembly, he emphasised 
again that the accomplishments of the nation-state were possible due to the 
unity of two Croatias:

[…] all the results were accomplished by the Croatian people, home-
land- and emigrated Croatia, with their own strength and sacrifice, 
only with the help of God, by choosing in large majority the pro-
gramme aims of HDZ (Tuđman 1997a).

To sum up the advent of the diaspora myth with Tuđman as the carrier of the 
“founding” discourse, he narrated how the “Croatian emigration” was ideo-
logically “distraught” prior to the emergence of HDZ and him as its leader, 
then the consolidation of “homeland- and emigrated Croatia” resulting in the 
“victory of Homeland war” and further efforts being required for the politi-
cal inclusion of the transnational Croatia’s body politic. Tuđman’s discursive 
expression of diaspora politics constantly emphasised political and ideolog-
ical unification, reconciliation, inclusion, and return of “Croatian emigra-
tion” to help develop the nation-state. This was a nation-building process in 
a transnational key, trying to construct a national community transcending 
nation-state border as a basis for development in the post-war period. The 
1989 radio Malmö interview, where Tuđman directly addressed “Croatian 
emigration”, captured his perspective on “emigrated Croatia” vividly, focus-
ing on the contribution and help of the “diaspora” to its “homeland”:

May they [Croats in Sweden] be upright people, upright Croats, and 
may they with their knowledge and opportunities try to help their 
fellow men, their home and the whole homeland (Tuđman 1989).

Continuing the diaspora myth in contemporary discourse, prime minister 
Andrej Plenković explicated the connection with Tuđman’s discourse on 
diaspora politics in saying how both the Croatian Democratic Union and 
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the nation-state were led according to “the most important elements of 
[Tuđman’s] doctrine”, and that this was the reason why the unity of “emi-
grated and homeland Croatia” was a priority for the government (Plenković 
2019). Although continuing president Franjo Tuđman’s “founding” dis-
course, the concepts of migration and mobility were constructed somewhat 
differently in the contemporary discourse of current prime minister Andrej 
Plenković. Unlike Tuđman, Plenković differentiated between historical 
(beginning of the 20th century until the 1960s) and contemporary migrations 
in his 2019 speech (Plenković 2019). He emphasised that migrations “we 
have today [are] a process of using the four freedoms, or rather the first and 
most important one, which is the freedom of movement of people and work-
ers in the European Union” (Plenković 2019). People, thus, did not move 
elsewhere permanently by default anymore. They exercised their freedom to 
move, which made the connection to the “homeland” and their return even 
more tangible, as if they had never even left. With this, Plenković not only 
continued the “founding” discourse which strived to unite, but went further 
and narrated, in a sense, an achieved unity as well. Indeed, according to the 
Law on Relations, “Croats outside the Republic of Croatia” were “an equal 
part of one and inseparable Croatian people” (Law on Relations 2011).42

Moreover, Tuđman’s idea of “accomplishing in unity” was also furthered in 
Plenković’s contemporary discourse, in his 2019 speech where he addressed 
“the fact that we [Croats] can be found in all parts of the world” and that 
“contributions many make to their homeland with their heart, soul, business, 
cultural, artistic, sport, and any other activities” were what represented “the 
great unity of Croatian people and the community of emigrated and homeland 
Croatia” (Plenković 2019; my emphasis). This “community of emigrated 
and homeland Croatia” (Plenković 2019) was discursively constructed as 
tightly connected to Croatia, cooperating, and developing Croatia together 
in Plenković’s 2021 speech (Plenković 2021), creating a unified body poli-
tic. Indeed, Plenković saw Croatia as “a serious country […] which aims to 
move forward by the politics of unity of homeland and emigrated Croatia” 
(Plenković 2019).

To sum up, in Tuđman’s discourse, “two Croatias” were recognized, 
“homeland and emigrated”, striving for unity. His explication of diaspora 

42	 The term used in the Law is “narod”, which could be translated as both “people” and “folk”, but since the 
term “folk” has different and serious connotations in English, which I could not argue to be meant by the 
Law for certain, I opted for a more neutral form.
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politics strived to unite the two Croatias through the mythologisation of 
the diaspora, attributing political importance to it, and thus turning it into 
diaspora politics, a legitimisation tool of Croatia as a nation-state. This some-
what changed with Plenković’s contemporary discourse and his shift in the 
understanding of migration and movement as non-permanent, changing the 
notion of “emigrated and homeland Croatia” striving to unite, towards being 
united no matter the distance. The diaspora myth was thus continued, fur-
thered, and to a point transformed, from an ongoing project towards a reality 
to be felt. Each of the two political actors thus also develops the concept of 
“Croatian diaspora” in their distinct way. As I will show in the following anal-
ysis, Tuđman’s “founding” discourse centres around the diaspora’s economic 
aspects and Plenković’s contemporary discourse expands on the aspect of 
identity preservation.

3.2 DIASPORA AS A NATION-STATE ECONOMIC SAVIOUR

Having looked at the general framing of the diaspora myth, I detail the focus 
toward the economic aspect of the diaspora discourse, i.e. remittances and 
returning as ways of reinforcing the unity within “emigrated and homeland 
Croatia”. Remittances are forms of transactions between people within trans-
national social fields, and they can be social, sharing cultural practices and 
ideas between people within the field, and financial, like investments and 
financial support of relatives (Čapo 2019, 96). Along with the act of return-
ing, i.e. returning to Croatia in this instance, these two phenomena demon-
strate how Tuđman saw the process in which displaced and dispossessed 
people rebuild their social connections, emplace themselves within the one 
unified body politic of “emigrated and homeland Croatia”.

In the 1989 radio Malmö interview, Tuđman stated how the Croatian 
Democratic Union (HDZ) made it a part of their programme to “create one 
spiritual, political, and moral climate in which every man abroad can return 
to their homeland […] no matter their previous or current political and 
ideological alignments” (Tuđman 1989). This “climate” was proclaimed to 
have been successfully established just after the elections in a 1990 interview 
with the Youth Radio in Zagreb. Tuđman stated that HDZ “has changed the 
spiritual and political climate,” and that “one third of the Croatian people in 
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emigration no longer calls upon their relatives to join them abroad but strives 
to return and stay on their native soil” (Tuđman 1990a).

In the 1997 speech given at the seventh anniversary of the first HDZ 
assembly, this programme of return was discursively enhanced, and rebrand-
ed into a “reconciliation programme for the quarrelled, divided, and dis-
traught Croatianness,43 especially that of homeland – and emigrated Croatia” 
(Tuđman 1997a). Tuđman continued by saying that reconciliation was a 
crucial postulate for the “completion of the spiritual integration of the Croatian 
national being” (Tuđman 1997a; my emphasis).44 Reconciliation meaning 
“to reconcile Croats from the political left (communists and partisans) in 
the homeland and the extreme right orientated Croats in exile (Ustasha 
and sympathizers)” (Dietrich 2011, 346). Hence, throughout his speeches, 
Tuđman persistently addressed post-Bleiburg, politically exiled and fascist 
“Croatian emigration” as the subject of this unification between “emigrated 
and homeland Croatia”. Yet Serbian, Bosniak, and Roma minorities were sel-
dom, if ever mentioned. Bagić and Mesić (2011, 29) argued that “Tuđman’s 
government adopted legislation and other regulations during and after the 
war, which were aimed at preventing and deterring the return of Serb (and 
also Bosniak, and Roma) refugees to Croatia”. Thus, within this reconcilia-
tion, both spatial and political unification highlighted that the desired unity 
of an imagined community would cross borders and be transnational, yet still 
ethnically and nationally rigid.

To connect this to remittances, Tuđman stated that the wealth of “emigra-
tion”, their readiness, and abilities to economically invest in the “homeland” 
was something which was presupposed, implied, and expected. Yet, this was 
on the condition that their return was a viable possibility:

[that] this Croatian man45 can return to his homeland, that he gains 
trust in the Croatian government, and that based on that, and not only 
patriotism,46 but on economic interest, he invests either by returning 
or by investing in projects of his own choosing (Tuđman 1990a).

43	 hrv. “hrvatstvo”.
44	 In another 1997 speech, Tuđman adds to the nominalisation of the programme by calling it that of “national 

revival” (Tuđman 1997b). This closely resembles the name of the Croatian national, cultural and political 
movement from the mid-19th century (hrv. Hrvatski narodni preporod), which was a part of the Europe-
an-wide 19th century national movements and nation-state formations.

45	 hrv. “taj hrvatski čovjek” (Tuđman 1990a).
46	 hrv. “rodoljublje”; a term which is similar to patriotism but could also be more literally translated as “love 

towards one’s own people/relatives/kin”.
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This seemed to be an interesting paradox – leaving became, after a while, the 
economic solution for the country from which one left. From being con-
structed as a political subject who was the guarantee of the political essence 
of the Croatian nation-state outside its borders, the “Croatian diaspora/emi-
gration” became an economic saviour hoped to return physically, or at least 
economically through investments in the nation-state. 

This connection between “economy and patriotism” as Tuđman (1990a) 
put it, i.e., remittances and national belonging and identity, was something 
he argued as follows:

Never has a man gone to the world forgetting their native soil, and I 
had the chance to meet people who told me they would, even under 
conditions of smaller profit and personal gain, want to keep their 
work going in their homeland (Tuđman 1990a).

Through this “centripetal” narrative, Tuđman constructed a narrative about 
unwanted emigration, mobility, and migration as a necessity, constructing a 
passive diaspora people. They were stripped of their agency in face of gov-
ernmentality or at least prescribed to uphold the practices of governmen-
tality and diaspora politics, focusing on remittances and returning as proper 
acts for this imagined community. The speeches, seen as diaspora politics 
enactments, structurally framed the “Croatian diaspora/emigration” within a 
myth in service of nation-state legitimisation, nullifying their agency outside 
of its frames.

3.3 DIASPORA AS A GUARDIAN OF IDENTITY

“Croatian diaspora” was further limited and passivised in the context of 
“guarding Croatian identity”, which was the main theme of prime minister 
Plenković’s speeches. Here, I focus on the identity aspect of diaspora poli-
tics, i.e. the preservation of diaspora’s identity as another way of reinforcing 
the unity within “emigrated and homeland Croatia”. This is an expansion of 
diaspora politics from Tuđman’s “founding” discourse and its strong focus 
on returning and remittances, toward contemporary discourse of identity 
preservation as another form of passivising and anachronising the “Croatian 
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diaspora”. In this way, Plenković, as the “ventriloquist” and “amplifier” of 
Tuđman’s semantic legacy, renewed this paternalising story.

Plenković’s view on migration as freedom of movement made returning a 
more tangible option and migration an indefinite process – the “unity of emi-
grated and homeland Croatia” therefore also remaining intact, continuous, 
and much more accomplished. Continuing and transforming the “founding” 
discourse, Plenković also attributed a more active role of the nation-state in 
caring for “emigrated Croatia”, saying that “we [government and nation-state] 
have to take care of Croats wherever they live” (Plenković 2019). He further 
stated how the support from the nation-state and its government towards 
“Croatian emigration/diaspora” was in “ensuring better conditions in the 
homeland […] to create encouraging conditions for return […] for those 
who wish to return and give their contribution to the homeland” (Plenković 
2019).

Apart from providing the conditions for return, the nation-state and 
government also promised “financing projects which connect [emigrated 
and homeland Croatia]” (Plenković 2021). According to Plenković, Croatia 
helped efforts of identity preservation politically, and by supporting and 
financing projects, as a means to oppose “all politics leading to assimilation 
or fragmentation of the Croatian people” (Plenković 2021).47 The unifica-
tion of the “two Croatias” was thus aimed at preserving the body politic as 
a transnational, cross-border entity. The nation-state took on an active role 
in preserving this unity, i.e. preserving the Croatian identity of its peoples 
to counter spatial, cultural, and political disruptions of the body politic. For 
example, Plenković singled out the changes made so someone could more 
easily acquire Croatian citizenship – this was an avenue:

to include younger generations [of especially overseas migrants] in 
the corpus of Croatian citizens, [a way] for them to contribute the 
development of their homeland, and [a way] for them to have a con-
nection with contemporary Croatia (Plenković 2021).

Plenković emphasised preserving a Croatian identity in “emigration/dias-
pora” as “a key issue” and that “the best guardians” of those identities were 
they themselves (Plenković 2019). Preservation of identity was, thus, an 

47	 This was specifically addressed towards Croatian minority groups in neighbouring countries in the speech 
but then exemplified with issues pertaining to “Croatian emigration/diaspora” as presented in the text.
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obligation conducted successfully and with enthusiasm: “a thrill of cherish-
ing the Croatian language, culture, and identity, even in difficult conditions” 
(Plenković 2019). Plenković framed all of this as a sign of “how strong the 
Croatian lineage and the devotion to the homeland is” (Plenković 2019).

Finally, Plenković described “emigrated Croatia” as developers, entrepre-
neurs whose steps the Croatian nation-state was trying to follow (Plenković 
2019). This went hand in hand with Tuđman’s idea of “emigration” as peo-
ple with expertise and opportunities acquired abroad in realms of finance, 
technology, and science (Tuđman 1989). “Emigrated Croatia” was in both 
instances represented as a solution, guidance, and role model for Croatia 
as a nation-state and “homeland Croatia” as part of this two-fold imagined 
community within nation-state borders. A statement in which Plenković 
directly addressed “emigrated Croatia” framed them in close connection to 
“homeland Croatia”, advocating identity preservation as a means of the “emi-
gration’s” contribution to the “homeland”:

[…] partners, co-workers, and what is most important, fellow coun-
trymen,48 friends, people that love Croatia, and pass on Croatian cul-
ture, and the love toward the homeland onto your younger genera-
tions wherever you might live in the world and guard our Croatian 
and Christian identity (Plenković 2021).

Plenković saw an achieved unity, while repeating the trope of “two Croatias” 
united in their duality. It seemed like an obligation to address the two and 
remind that they were one. Plenković’s “Croatian emigration/diaspora” was 
represented as strong individuals and communities that (were supposed to) 
preserve their identities and thus contribute to their homeland. For these 
imagined transnational communities, the unity with the “homeland” was to 
be a matter of fact. They were not portrayed as “rooted” in their host com-
munities, but as simply exercising their fundamental freedoms and thus in a 
constant conceptual movement, with Croatia as their only or main nation-
state reference point. Relying on Tuđman’s discourse, the “homeland” and 
“emigration/diaspora” were represented as a unified entity.

While an ideological and political unification of the transnational body 
politic was discursively constructed through the “founding” and continued 

48	 hrv. zemljaci.
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in contemporary diaspora politics, it is important to note some intricate dif-
ferences in Tuđman’s and Plenković’s discourses in how they represented the 
two Croatias’ character. While the former called for unity, the latter claimed 
that unity had been achieved. Much like Yugoslavia’s “seventh republic”, 
as Zimmerman called the labour migrants of the 1960s-1980s migrations 
(1987 in Čapo 2019, 9), Tuđman and Plenković were discursively trying to 
(re)connect the border-bound nation-state with its cross-border subjects. In 
this way an identity of “emigration” in close, unifying connection with the 
“homeland” was constructed, and a nation willing to transcend its borders 
to encompass its cross-border subjects. Political discourse “started” with 
Tuđman’s desire for this unity, urging for remittances and return, and “ended” 
or, better yet, was “continued” and “transformed” with Plenković proclaim-
ing unity as a state of facts, calling for identity preservation and reassuring 
Croatia’s involvement in these efforts politically and through nation-state 
funded projects. Finally, within their discourses, there was little description 
of the identities of those who constituted this imagined transnational com-
munity. In this, I read a presumption within diaspora politics that through 
unity there came a sameness as well, i.e. unity implied sameness as the basis 
of identity.

This analysis of “emigrated and homeland Croatia”, “Croatian emigra-
tion”, and “Croatian diaspora” represents a critical assessment of diaspora as 
a category of practice, and the interpretation resulting from it makes it imper-
ative to refrain from using diaspora as a category of analysis (cf. Brubaker 
2005).49 Institutionalised through usage in Croatian legislation, particular-
ly in the Law on Relations (2011), “diaspora” is a highly politicised term. 
It presumes a sense of groupness, a collective identity interlocked within a 
national framework, i.e., issues of groupism and methodological nationalism 
(Brubaker 2002; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). What the politicians 
narrativised were actually forms of emplacement related to governmentality, 
the emplacement that diaspora politics saw as proper and good for “Croatian 
emigration/diaspora”. This was emplacement focused on building social 
networks with “fellow countrymen” Croatians, taking part in a transnational 

49	 There are issues in defining diaspora as a term and its scope among scholars along the lines of groupness 
and belonging too. Some essentialise the concept by connecting it strictly to the Jewish diasporic expe-
rience, where diaspora involves specific memories of dispersal, a strong relationship with the diaspora’s 
homeland, and a desire to return, while others expand the concept to an extent that it becomes almost 
useless as an analytical category (Brubaker 2005; Clifford 1994).
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social field for the sake of Croatian nation-state development, and preserving 
a static and normative Croatian identity presumed in the “unity of emigrated 
and homeland Croatia”. Finally, the concept of diaspora firmly and statically 
situated its subjects in a specific spatial and temporal framework, which in 
itself anticipates the disconnect between the diaspora discourse and the lived 
experiences and narratives of informants (cf. Çağlar 2016).
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4 
“SOMETIMES WE HAVE 
TO PROVE OURSELVES”: 

VIENNESE CROATS 
NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES 
WITHIN THE CITY AND 

BEYOND
Moving away from the political and diaspora discourse, I will look at the 
realm of life-worlds and lived experiences of Viennese Croats, and the narra-
tions of their identities – processual, heterogenous, polyvocal, and (re)pro-
duced through negotiation. In the processes of fieldwork, analysis, and writ-
ing alike, I aim to grasp in-depth meanings of informants’ narratives about 
their lived experiences and life-worlds, and provide “not only a description 
of what [I] see but also an awareness of the ways in which [I] understand” 
(Potkonjak 2014, 13; my translation). My approach is ethnographic, since 
ethnography implies an understanding of knowledge produced in a power 
relation between informants and me as a researcher, rejecting neutrality and 
demanding reflexivity and critique in the approach to knowledge produc-
tion (Potkonjak 2014, 13–14). Through ethnography, I conceptualised the 
field and analysis as a rapport between myself as the “ethnographic-self ” and 
informants as knowledge makers, negotiators, and collaborators (Potkonjak 
2014, 14–15). Ethnography, “predicated upon attention to the everyday, an 
intimate knowledge of face-to-face communities and groups” (Marcus 1995, 
99), obliged me to:
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[…] make [my] way into new worlds and new relationships […] 
[and] learn how to represent in written form what [I have] come to 
see and understand as the result of these experiences (Emerson et al. 
1995, 15).

Participant observation and in-depth interviews are the main methods I used 
to get to a thick description (Geertz 1973). I conceptualised the in-depth 
interviews through life stories and life histories (Svensson 1995). “To be 
able to say anything about people’s different identity formations,” I chose to 
follow Birgitta Svensson’s approach, and conceptually “distinguish between 
the concepts of life history and life story” (1995, 25). Life stories are ways in 
which people constitute themselves socially and culturally, “the subjective 
versions of life” (Svensson 1995, 42). To understand them, my research focus 
had to be extended to life histories too, “the life that is lived during a certain 
time and in a certain context” (Svensson 1995, 42). Svensson identified this 
as often lacking in ethnographic research, yet essential in order to capture 
power relations in everyday life (1995, 42). Svensson (1995, 1) argued that 
“it is a matter of combining these two accounts into a unity which can be 
called a biography”. Life stories of Viennese Croats are intertwined with and 
influenced by migration policies and diaspora politics as parts of their life 
histories. Thus, a biography is a way for informants to become a part of a 
shared narrative – constituting what they are like, how they perceive them-
selves in relation to their past, present, and future, and how their life corre-
sponds to life history (Svensson 1995, 28). This approach made it easier to 
relate the personal and private to the political and vice versa, life as in itself 
and politically governed. It was important for me to capture as much of the 
life-worlds of informants as diaspora politics, what Birgitta Svensson called 
“historical and cultural context – the spirit of the age” (1995, 27; emphasis in 
original), and how identities are formed, moulded, and articulated – nego-
tiated – through “encounters in different arenas” in everyday life (Svensson 
1995, 26).

I methodologically operationalised the in-depth interviews according to 
Gabriele Rosenthal’s notion of narrative biographies (1993).50 This approach 

50	 The interview plan I devised consisted of an opening question “Please tell me your life story, with an 
emphasis on life in Vienna? / Please tell me your life story, how did you get to where you are now?” and 
sub-questions elicited from that which was already mentioned by the informants themselves. I decided on 
this approach as I found it important not to elicit the experiences I may have felt to be important, and found 
it especially important not to impose any expectations upon the informants’ opinions. During the interview, 
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provided me with a semi-structured but still open methodological frame-
work for interviews. In the conducted narrative biographical interviews, the 
informants or biographers51 had the opportunity to give a “full extempore 
narration […] of events and experiences from their own lives,” (Rosenthal 
1993, 1) allowing the analysis to be focused on a broad, yet specific topic, and 
simultaneously flexible. This gave me an opportunity to shift and/or expand 
in directions that are relevant for the research topic, and which I might not 
have considered otherwise, and thus capture to a fuller extent the dynamics 
between lived experiences and the contexts in which these experiences were 
made.

I found grounded theory to complement ethnography and narrative 
biographies well in its flexible and reflexive notion of fieldwork and research. 
Following Kathy Charmaz (2014), I entered the field without previously 
constructing a firm perspective on the everyday lives of Viennese Croats, 
letting the field guide me and “ground [my] own theory”.52 Like in the pro-
cess of interviewing, I wanted to be guided through the field with no set of 
desired conclusions or outcomes, with no agenda but to explore the narrative  

I did not interrupt the main narrative elicited by the opening question, but further encouraged it with “non-
verbal and paralinguistic expressions of interest and attention” – nodding, “mhm”, etc. (Rosenthal 1993, 1). 
I took very short notes on the themes informants touched upon, to be able to come back to those in the 
second part of the interview. There, I initiated further narration on specific, already mentioned topics and 
events. I did my best to ask these questions by using the informants’ own words, asking them to elaborate 
in detail on a mentioned event, experience, or period of life.
Interviews were conducted between November 2022 and February 2023. Seven of the interviews were 
conducted in the informant’s homes and public spaces such as cafés, and one was conducted online through 
the Zoom platform. The language of the interviews was Croatian. While on some occasions informants 
mentioned BCS (Bosnian-Croatian-Serbian) and Serbo-Croatian, the language they identified as their lan-
guage of communication was mostly Croatian – this was the language in which the analysis was conducted 
as well. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, while translations to English for parts used in the text of 
the analysis were provided in paraphrased form, where needed for clarity.

51	 Rosenthal argued for the term biographer instead of autobiographer because “the latter does not account 
for the social constitution of the subject and the social construction of his or her life history” (Rosenthal 
1993, 1).

52	 I have not assessed the literature in detail before entering the field, as to avoid developing any hypotheses 
or assumptions and thus skewing the analysis. I have done a short overview of previous work as a way of 
starting the process of “preparing for”, or “going into” the field, but also to deal with all the “knowledge” I 
came to the field with, being the “familiar stranger”, both an insider and outsider who is informed through 
lived experience. In essence, I wanted to be informed on the basics and not appear ignorant to the con-
versation topics, but not read too much into things, and break any hard pre-set opinions. The narratives 
captured through interviews, I coded and abstracted categories and concepts with field notes as analysis 
backdrop. The emphasis was on self-reflection throughout fieldwork and analysis, and adjusting my own 
theoretical and methodological lenses as research was being done. I was guided by grounded theory’s 
notions on how to enter the field, and how to analyse data through codes, categories, and concepts with 
flexibility and reflexivity. While I was working from codes and categories towards concepts, I would not 
be bold enough to say I paved the way toward a new theory. I would rather say I have contributed to the 
existing body of knowledge.



“SOMETIMES WE HAVE TO PROVE OURSELVES” 49

biographies of informants and the special field-site they may inform with 
the diaspora politics in the meeting of the political and life-worlds. The aim 
was that informants talk of experiences they themselves find important to 
mention, and that I thus maintain and encourage their active role and agen-
cy within the fieldwork and research. As the ethnographic approach and 
grounded theory both allow and require, I kept myself aware of my own emo-
tions, thoughts, and opinions within the field, keeping ethnographic notes, 
and reflecting on analysis and conclusions I made every step of the way in the 
research process.53

Following Levitt and Glick Schiller, (2004, 1013) I applied the ethno-
graphic approach to the study of life stories and life histories within trans-
national social fields – “a set of multiple interlocking networks of social 
relationships through which ideas, practices, and resources are unequally 
exchanged, organised, and transformed” (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, 
1009). Thus, through participant observation and in-depth interviews, I was 
able to document how Viennese Croats:

[…] simultaneously maintain and shed cultural repertoires and iden-
tities, interact within a location and across its boundaries, and act 
in ways that are in concert with or contradict their values over time 
(Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, 1013).

Transnational social fields question the division between local, national, 
transnational, and global, by emphasising that all networks are local in the 
sense of penetrating individuals’ daily lives, lived in a certain locale, and “con-
nect them to others in a nation-state, across the borders of a nation-state, 
or globally, without ever having migrated” (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, 
1010).

53	 Within the fieldwork and the relations I made with informants, connections were forged, as well as friend-
ships, with my own responsibility growing with them. Hence, apart from the technical ethics which I upheld, 
I took great care to also respect ethics of collaboration, connection, and ultimately holding back when 
necessary.
There was also an ethics facet in translating the interviews. As I conducted interviews in Croatian and was 
to write the analysis in English, I wanted to “ensure a sensitive and vigilant handling of language in the inter-
view setting, which takes into consideration context, coding, articulation and hybridity” (Lutz 2011, 347) as 
well as critically assess knowledge production through translation within this book. Like Gawlewicz (2016), 
I encountered challenges when translating words and phrases that have multiple meanings in Croatian, and 
others that have a specific sense and nuance in Croatian, but would lose those qualities when translated. I 
had to step out of my own position of familiarity with the field to be able to recognize those instances and 
tried to work around them with additional explanations and explications of the exact untranslated words 
used in the interview.
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This follows the conceptualisation of migration through the concept 
of emplacement, rejecting to “[anchor] migrants’ frames and references 
of action elsewhere and to other times different from the ‘natives’/non-mi-
grants’” (Çağlar 2016, 8; emphasis in original). In this way, I can analyse and 
interpret the lived experiences, everyday lives, and emplacement processes 
of Viennese Croats from a contemporary moment and within Vienna as their 
current space of dwelling interconnected and layered within transnational 
social fields. This gives me a more open and nuanced point of view, explor-
ing and questioning their connections with past times and places, instead of 
placing experiences in predesigned (past-and-migration-oriented) boxes, 
which is a tendency in migration policy and diaspora politics.

Building on this (present-and-emplacement-oriented) lens, an open-
ness to negotiation of identities and lived experiences is needed, since the 
informants’ and my own embeddedness in social fields necessitates being 
involved with, shaped by, and acting upon power structures in multiple loci 
and layers (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, 1013–14). This emphasises the 
significance of power, and the dynamic between agency – “socioculturally 
mediated capacity to act” (Ahearn 2001, 112) and governmentality – “how 
things are and how they ought to be” (Dean 2009, 19). I thus aim to under-
stand Viennese Croats as agents – “a person engaged in the exercise of power 
in the sense of the ability to bring about effects and to (re)constitute the 
world” (Karp 1986, 137 in Ahearn 2001, 113).54 Having such a lens allows 
informants to assume active roles in the informant-researcher dynamic, 
negotiating their identities, and for me to view their narrative biographies as 
such, open to challenging diaspora politics in the contemporary context.

In this sense, I apply Levitt’s and Glick Schiller’s analytical distinction 
between ways of being and ways of belonging within transnational social 
fields, emphasising their interconnectedness and dynamics in different con-
texts (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). Ways of being denote a potential to 
act in a way that might signify a specific identification according to the infor-
mants’ embeddedness in a social field, meaning Viennese Croats might live 
within a social field without necessarily identifying with the politics associat-
ed with it. Ways of belonging denote concrete actions Viennese Croats may 

54	 Karp (1986, 137 in Ahearn 2001, 113) distinguishes between actors and agents: “an actor refers to a per-
son whose action is rule-governed or rule-oriented, whereas an agent refers to a person engaged in the 
exercise of power in the sense of the ability to bring about effects and to (re)constitute the world”.
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enact combined with the awareness of the identifications such actions might 
signify (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, 1010).

I combine this approach with Lamont’s symbolic and social bound-
aries. Lamont’s (1994) symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions, 
categories which Viennese Croats as social actors may use to define their 
realities, their social relations, groups, and membership, while social bound-
aries represent objectified forms of such social differentiations, manifested 
in “unequal access to and unequal distribution of resources (material and 
nonmaterial) and social opportunities” (Lamont and Molnár 2002, 168). 
To draw on Berger and Luckmann’s theory of social reality (1991 [1966]) – 
symbolic boundaries are constructed categories which informants may per-
ceive themselves (not) belonging to, and social boundaries the reality of their 
consequences, the enactment of boundaries and their manifestations within 
the informants’ life-worlds.55

Combining the concepts, boundary work can be looked at both from the 
perspective of the boundary itself, and the fields it divides, and ways of being 
can be seen as establishing symbolic boundaries, while ways of belonging as 
establishing social boundaries.56 This helps to analytically grasp connections 
between symbolic and social boundaries – a challenge very much persistent 
in academic work dealing with boundaries (cf. Lamont et al. 2015). I also 
found the combination of boundary work and transnational social fields use-
ful in allowing me to view identity and identification as a processual, and 
negotiable concept.57

Within this framework, I analyse the life stories of informants, and con-
nect them to their life histories, enveloped in a biography. The aim is to 
answer the second of the two main questions, how heterogeneous and poly-
vocal identities are negotiated through the life stories and lived experiences 

55	 I view social order and social reality as Berger and Luckman (1991 [1966], 69), as “a human product, or, 
more precisely, an ongoing human production”. Social reality is (re)produced through human interaction in 
a process of habitualisation as an ongoing externalisation of subjective meanings. This is followed by institu-
tionalisation and legitimation as forms of objectivation, where habitualised actions and interactions become 
social phenomena appearing as objective realities. These I perceived as internalised by individuals in social 
environments, becoming ways of understanding their life-worlds.

56	 Lamont (1994) approached the study of identity from the standpoint of field boundaries, and Levitt and 
Glick Schiller (2004) started their analysis from the multidirectional interaction across multiple fields.

57	 Furthermore, I understand identification as a process of assigning one’s position toward oneself and others 
through similarity and difference. Individual and collective, social identities are constructed as facets of one 
another, and both go through processes of individual and group identification and categorisation (cf. Jenkins 
2006; 2014).
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of Viennese Croats. Thus, I aim to explore and understand how informants 
emplace themselves, how they narrate their belonging and boundaries, what 
their reference frames are, and how they operate within transnational social 
fields. By doing this, I want to find out the ways they negotiate the symbolic 
and social boundaries within their life-worlds, what are the ways in which 
they are and ways in which they belong, how they narrate these processes.

4.1 “HERE COME THE AUSTRIANS” WHO FEEL 
“CROATIAN AT HEART”: TRANSNATIONAL SOCIAL FIELDS 
MEET SYMBOLIC AND SOCIAL BOUNDARIES

I would now like to introduce the informants in this research, eight Viennese 
Croats, and say a few things about them and how I met them. Petra, Helena, 
Jakov, Karla, Antea, Marko, Jana, and Lana helped build the core of this book 
by sharing their lives and experiences with me.58

Petra came to Austria as a refugee in the 1990s and moved to Vienna some 
15 years ago. She works in an educational profession. I met her through an 
acquaintance in Vienna and met with her for the interview on a cold winter 
day. We spoke in the lobby of the school where her child went to extracur-
ricular classes in Croatian language. We sat there, in a setting that was both 
public and private, trying not to talk too loud and disturb the class in the next 
room, while still loud enough to hear each other. There was a certain rush 
to the interview. It was the first one and conducted in a space that was not a 
usual meeting spot for conversations. But Petra had time that day, and I was 
eager to hear her story. We met in front, a bit awkwardly. It was almost dark, 
and we were not sure if we recognised each other. After a short introduction, 
we sat down and started the conversation. Afterwards, Petra proposed that 
maybe I could sometimes babysit her child, so that they would learn more 
Croatian, and I could learn more German. The idea never came to fruition, 

58	 Here I would like to reflect on calling the informants Viennese Croats. As the analysis below will show, 
the identifications made by the informants were processual, negotiated, and contextual, never the same. 
They spoke of what being Croatian, Austrian, ex-Yugoslav, foreign meant for them and others in different 
contexts and different times. For the purpose of the book having one common denominator, I chose to 
use Viennese Croats since it did not denote any national belonging (i.e., Croatian or Austrian), but was at 
the same time broader (i.e., Croat) and more specific (i.e., Viennese).
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but looking back, it was a way of trying to find opportunities for improving 
our language proficiency, and with it, social capital for both of us, each within 
their social field and life-world.

The same acquaintance who introduced me to Petra also gave me the 
contact information for a married couple, Helena and Jakov, who live in 
Vienna with their three children. Helena was born in Vienna, where her par-
ents moved in the late 1960s as guestworkers – Gastarbeiters. Jakov came to 
Vienna with his family in the 1990s as a refugee. Helena works in the finance 
sector, and Jakov in the IT sector. They invited me to their home on a winter 
evening, where they shared their experiences with me. When we finished the 
interview, we spoke for a bit and they offered any help I might need with my 
research, and with life in Vienna in general. They also told me they would ask 
others if they would like to participate.

This is how I met Karla. Karla became a de facto refugee when she came 
to Vienna with her mother and siblings for a vacation in the 1990s just before 
the war started, first staying temporarily and eventually permanently until 
the present day. Karla works in the health sector, and she is married with two 
children. The two of us met in a café in Vienna which was empty and quiet. 
She preferred to meet me alone, just the two of us without her family, which 
made the conversation more private and heartfelt. Coming closer to the end 
of the interview, Karla asked if I wanted to permanently move to Vienna and 
about some of my experiences living there, trying to establish a true dialogue 
and sharing, rather than a one-directional interview where I ask questions 
and she answers. Our conversation was quite lengthy, and when we ran out 
of time, we called it a night and parted.

I met Antea and Marko through personal connections some time before 
I started this research, and we occasionally spent time together. Antea and 
Marko are both performing artists who moved to Vienna to study. Antea 
arrived in an Erasmus exchange program in 2015 and stayed on after enroll-
ing into her current studies. Marko moved after he was accepted to his stud-
ies in 2012. They are both currently employed in the creative and performing 
arts, and besides an education in Vienna, they also wanted an opportunity to 
work in their professions. I met with them in their apartments for the inter-
views, separately, again creating a private atmosphere and space of comfort. 
Finally, Antea put me in touch with Lana directly, and introduced me to Jana 
through another acquaintance.
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Lana was the first of her siblings to be born in Vienna, after her parents 
came as refugees in the 1990s. She works in an engineering profession. We 
had our conversation in late winter too, through an online meeting which 
was a new setting for me as a researcher. Her time was very limited, and she 
preferred it this way. I was happy to explore the different setting where we 
talked of lived experience divided by a screen, distant, yet somehow still in a 
private setting, both in our homes.

Jana spent her early childhood in Germany as a refugee with her family. 
After Germany decreed refugees’ repatriation in the late 1990s, her family 
settled in a town on the Croatian coast. She moved to Vienna in 2010 and 
enrolled in a Viennese university. At the time when we met, she was planning 
to move abroad to work in the education sector. For the interview, Jana invit-
ed me to her apartment. During my stay in Vienna, Jana became a friend, and 
we occasionally spent time together, went on walks, and studied together.

The informants were all born over a span of 20 years (1970s–1990s), 
some experienced cross-border movement as 90s children seeking refuge, 
others were born in Vienna in the 1970s–90s, some moved as adults in the 
2010s. For some, it was their parents who migrated for work, or rather the 
fact that they could not find employment in (ex-)Yugoslavia; for others, war 
was the reason for migration; and some sought education opportunities and 
wanted to work in their professions. With them and within their narrative 
biographies, I explore the space of Vienna, who are seen as its people and in 
what manner, who are the “we” and “they”, and give a detailed overview of the 
most important tropes of success stories of emplacement within the infor-
mants’ narratives – language acquisition, school and work experiences.

I will start with an exploration of the informants’ perspectives on Vienna, 
introducing the space where the interviews started and went on to the nar-
rations of transnational social fields and boundaries. The informants often 
compared Vienna and Austria to Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina in 
their narratives, bringing people and ways of living, their similarities and 
differences in conversation and relation. Helena and Karla mentioned how 
Vienna had more to offer in terms of happenings and events for them and 
their children than Croatia or Bosnia and Herzegovina. Marko, who worked 
in performing arts said he had made the decision to study in Vienna because 
“there are far more opportunities to grow here”, referring not only to profes-
sional, but also personal growth. He stated the most difficult part of coming 
to Vienna was, as he called it, “assimilating”:
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It’s a little bit different environment. It was okay because I had some 
acquaintances [in Vienna], a few colleagues from Croatia, so I had a 
crowd to hang out with. But somehow you feel like you are not here, 
like you came to visit. […] This was a feeling that everything was new 
and different. And it was interesting in the context of discovering all 
which we don’t have [in Croatia]. It was, of course, emotional to sep-
arate and leave everything down there, a whole 22 years of life, and to 
move here. […] When I compare this with now, ten years later, I feel 
at home here [in Vienna], and as a visitor there [in Croatia] (Marko 
2023).

Vienna was seen as a space of opportunity, a city described as international 
and open, a city of high culture, and rich in content – events, happenings, etc. 
Jana, who was a student in Vienna planning to move abroad at the time of the 
interview, stated how “life in Vienna is good, of good quality, and eventful. 
You can’t be bored because there is always something”. Not only was Vienna 
seen as full of opportunities in the sense of available content, but also in the 
sense of employment – as Antea, working in creative and performing arts, 
said, “if you can find a job anywhere, then that is in Vienna”.

Petra grew up in another Austrian town, coming there as a refugee in 
the 1990s, and around 15 years ago decided to go to a “more international” 
Vienna, a city “with more opportunities”, as a step toward other destinations, 
such as cities in Germany and Switzerland. However, she eventually decided 
to stay because she “simply fell in love with Vienna and found the city amaz-
ing” (Petra 2022). Like others, Petra narrated Vienna as a place that gave her 
the opportunity for her story of emplacement.

Karla, who came to Vienna as a de facto refugee in 1990s, narrated how 
she decided to live in Vienna due to its open-minded character and available 
opportunities. When she was a child, she missed her community, her friends, 
and felt the urge to return. However, when she was about 18 years old, Karla 
began to see the many opportunities Vienna had, and how she could “be anon-
ymous” and “exactly who she is” in Vienna – the city “held a better future” 
for her. This was a process in which Austria “became [her] homeland” (Karla 
2023) and a process in which she narrated to have found her place, emplac-
ing herself within the networks of the city. I read this opportunity Karla saw 
in Vienna, a possibility to be exactly who she was and anonymous at the same 
time, as another way of emplacing herself and legitimising her identification. 



VIENNESE CROATS56

Considering the informants’ identities and belonging could have been put 
into question within the places where they felt they should or could belong, 
perhaps the opportunity to assert and own their representation really was in 
a space of anonymity. This is also an anticipation of the informants’ experi-
ences of in-betweenness when they negotiate their identities within the city 
and beyond the city, within transnational social fields.

In some narratives Vienna was a space of home, for instance in Marko’s 
narrative, but also a home which often lacked a certain culturally specific 
mentality which informants found characteristic of Croatia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Helena, who was born in Vienna to guestworker parents, nar-
rated how she identified as both “always feeling to have been Croatian59 in 
[her] heart” and at the same time Vienna being the home she did not wish to 
leave, yet “never having her own [space]”. She recognised Austria as a “good 
state” and Vienna as a city where she felt safe and supported but lacked the 
cultural specifics of what she saw as “our”, “Croatian” culture, especially the 
feeling of community this culture harboured for her:

Music, for example. Austrian music cannot bring me such joy as our 
music can. […] And our weddings simply have more heart in them. 
Or when someone says, that is not your cousin – of course they are. 
[…] It’s the big family. […] Or when someone says, how do you talk 
every day? I talk to my mom at least through text every day. […] I 
cannot imagine that some people, often they are alone here in Austria. 
I see that here, and there is no such thing with us. We are more togeth-
er, as a family (Helena 2022).

However, when Helena would find herself in Croatia, “down” or “down there”, 
as informants often addressed this space, she would find herself negotiating 
symbolic boundaries, feeling her belonging and identity questioned within 
a community that did not recognise her as a legitimate member, questioning 
her ways of being:

When I come to Croatia then people often say, what have you got to 
do with Croatia, you have never lived here, you weren’t born here. 
Yet again, here are my roots. My uncles were in Operation Storm for 

59	 The nouns Croat and Croatian are both translated to “Hrvat/ica”, the first one would denote an ethnicity 
and the second one the nationality.
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example.60 And I always say how, when I am older, I could imagine 
living in Croatia. […] But every time we come down there, always 
[people think or say], here come the Austrians (Helena 2022).

She countered the argument of physical absence from Croatia through a 
mediated presence, i.e. through her family members’ participation in the 
1995 Operation Storm. A mediated presence in this military action, regard-
ed as momentous in ending the 1990s war in Croatia and an important 
nation-building event central to national identity, connotes a mediated pres-
ence in the process of nation-building itself. Such an explication functioned 
as the legitimisation of belonging and taking her place within the social 
boundary.

At the same time, Helena accepted there were differences in her life and 
that of people “down there”, again renegotiating her ways of belonging and 
social boundaries. While identifying as Croatian and asserting this identity, 
she distanced herself from the ways others who she saw as Croatian lived 
their everyday lives. Referring to gender roles, Helena considered their lives 
in Vienna less abiding to stereotypical gender roles, than those in Croatia or 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Furthermore, in explaining how their lives differed, 
she acknowledged their place to be between two worlds, yet having the best 
of both:

Our lives are a little different. For example, we know, we have a cer-
tain order of things, so my children go to bed [on time] and so on. 
When I see our family, the ones who live down in Bosnia and so, the 
way they live. Husbands don’t commit to their children. This is com-
pletely different. It is completely normal for a husband to change the 
baby’s diaper, and there are some down there [who ask], what are 
you doing? They used to say [to Jakov], why would you, I have never 
done that. And I think to myself, you are doing that for yourself, so that 
you are with your child. And so, we are somehow in-between those 
two worlds. Somehow, we took all that is good from both (Helena 
2022).

60	 Operation Storm was a 1995 military offensive, conducted by Croatian Army, that recaptured most of 
the territories held by Serb forces during the war in Croatia. Within Croatia, it is regarded as one of the 
most important operations that brought the war to an end – a decisive victory that secured the country’s 
territorial integrity and sovereignty. It stands as one of the cornerstones of the state’s official war narrative, 
central to national identity and the legitimization of the Croatian state.
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Karla, who identified as Croatian, and even more as Zagrebian with a Viennese 
home, compared Zagreb and Vienna, emphasising Vienna’s shortcomings in 
the feeling of community, as well as a “different mentality”. Like in Helena’s 
case, Karla’s symbolic and social boundaries also collided, but in a different 
manner. In Zagreb, and sometimes in her family, her Zagrebian identity was 
contested against a Janjevan identity – both her ways of being, yet only the 
former a chosen way of belonging. Janjevci are a Croatian minority group 
descending from a village called Janjevo, near Priština, Kosovo. In Zagreb, 
it is not unusual for people connected with Janjevo to have their Zagrebian 
identity challenged like this. Prejudice and discrimination are present in this 
context, as are stereotypes of cultural differences between Janjevci and others 
deemed as Croatians and Zagrebians:

I am not, how one might say, (laughter) clean, in essence. Although 
I have always seen myself as Croatian, and I am, but my parents are 
from Janjevo. […] I always felt Zagrebian, but I was always told [by 
others] that my parents are Janjevci […] They even teased me within 
my family, how can you be [Zagrebian] when your parents are Janjev-
ci? Well, they are, but I am Zagrebian. (laughter) I have simply always 
felt like that. And even now, I would say that I am not a Croat but a 
Zagrebian (Karla 2023).

For Petra, Austrians and Croatians were similar in their impoliteness, but 
what she saw as a new, positive, and surprising feature of Croatia, and what 
other informants usually associated with Vienna, was the openness of young-
er generations. This was a similar trope to Helena’s observation on gender 
roles. Petra assigned openness to Austrians and a more closed mentality to 
Croatians. She also said that she did not feel herself to be “a big Croat”, refer-
ring to a very common phrase used to describe a person of overly nationalis-
tic views. In this way, she explicated her way of being in a negation with being 
“overly Croatian” – as a form of a symbolic boundary:

I somehow don’t have this strong feeling, like I am a big Croat or any-
thing like that. (Why not?) Because there are many people who are 
total patriots, but it’s not like that with me at all (Petra 2022).

While the other informants did not explicate their identification in such a 
manner as Petra, they did not express any overly patriotic or nationalistic 
feelings either. Like Helena, they affirmed their ways of being and belonging, 
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drawing symbolic and social boundaries between themselves and Austrians, 
emphasising their emotional connection with Croatia, its culture, mentality, 
sense of community, etc. At the same time, they distanced themselves from 
stereotypes of Croatian identity. These complex views of themselves and the 
process of identification were complemented with the ways the informants 
narrated their belonging to a certain “us” versus “them”.

The informants narrated ways of connecting with others in Vienna on both 
an informal, and a partially formal level – the former referring to family and 
friends’ networks, and the latter to Viennese Croatian organisations. Most of 
the informal connections were established within “international”, “foreign” 
networks and relations. While Helena stated she had mostly Austrian friends 
until she was around 16 years old, when she started going out and listening 
to “our, Balkan, one can’t say Croatian only [music]”, she found her company 
and community there: “We had a company of really all nations and regions” 
(Helena 2022).

She also emphasised the importance of family and maintaining relation-
ships with them locally as well as transnationally. Talking about her fam-
ily and her brother- and sister-in-law, and their children who also lived in 
Vienna, Helena said:

We love them very much and take care of each other, always try to 
see each other once every weekend. […] And our children love each 
other. We also have a lot of godchildren, so we try to see and hear from 
each other too. […] We have [family] in Germany, Canada, Africa, 
Australia, everywhere, scattered around the world (Helena 2022).

Karla told a story of how she tried to keep in contact with her friends in Cro-
atia after leaving in the 1990s. She used the phrase “Aus den Augen, aus dem 
Sinn”61 to explain how none of these friendships lasted into adulthood. How-
ever, she managed to establish networks with and through her mother’s sis-
ters in Vienna. Aunts helped Karla and her siblings learn German and study 
when they were younger, and one aunt’s partner, who was Austrian, vouched 
for Karla’s family in an application for a family visa, for them to be able to stay 
in Vienna. Had they been granted refugee visas instead, they could have been 
forced to leave after Austria determined that their places of origin were safe.62

61	 de. Out of sight, out of mind.
62	 Such a story was presented in Jana’s story of growing up in Germany elsewhere in the analysis.
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Petra was the only one who mentioned in her narrative that, at the time, 
she lacked informal networking. While she did mention how moving to 
Austria during the 1990s was made possible through her family network, she 
said that she had not found a way to connect with other Croatians, espe-
cially women, in Vienna at the time, as she was primarily seeking women 
and mothers’ networks. Instead, she connected with other international or 
“non-Austrian” networks.

Besides the opportunity to develop informal networks, several organisa-
tions provided opportunities for building connections as well. Informants 
shared their views on the Croatian Catholic Mission organisation and the 
Croatian Centre, a Burgenland Croat organisation.63 Antea reflected on 
the dynamics between different organisations in her narrative. While she 
described church and the Croatian Catholic Mission as a “centre for con-
necting”, she was critical of them as an organisation as she was of Viennese 
Croatian organisations in general: “they are all some sort of rivals, one are 
funded by this, others by that” (Antea 2022). Marko described his restraint 
towards the community adjacent to the Croatian Catholic Mission and 
church in general due to its closed character:

I don’t like it when people are put in boxes. I am not susceptible to 
parties or anything, I am quite open, and I like to follow something 
that suits me, as one develops as an artist and liberal. That commu-
nity became too closed for me. I have nothing against them, it was 

63	 As part of my fieldwork, I complemented the views and narrations of informants by including findings from 
a short fieldwork within a Viennese Croatian organisation organising cultural and sport events such as the-
atre plays, concerts, and sport tournaments, to whose president I was introduced by one of the informants. 
Although not central to the analysis itself, I viewed this organisation and the conversations with its president 
as part of a middle-out level, a level in-between the state representatives’ diaspora politics and life stories of 
Viennese Croats, which I would not have otherwise been able to capture. I have not dived deeper into this 
topic during fieldwork, hence I brought snippets to delineate the dynamics, complementing the informants’ 
insights. 
As part of participant observation, I spoke informally with the organisation’s president and attended a 
sports tournament. This was a well-attended annual tournament, an event that gathered clubs from Vienna 
and various places in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. The venue, which was, to my surprise, not “ba-
nal-nationally” decorated (Billig 1995) at all, was filled with a crowd in which it seemed as if everyone knew 
each other. A Viennese ex-Yugoslav television crew and one widely read Croatian newspaper covered the 
tournament and the winning Viennese Albanian team in their online edition. In a later conversation with 
the organisation’s president, he spoke of a decaying cultural scene in Vienna, and how it was becoming 
increasingly difficult to reach out to a Croatian community this organisation was supposed to gather. He 
mentioned how Serbian organisations had a tight-knit and bigger community – they had more folklore per-
formers and more people attending their theatre plays. He implored that something had to be done about 
this “shame and downfall of culture”, referring to culture in the sense of high culture, attending “cultural 
events” like theatre plays and concerts.
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just restraining me, so I distanced myself from them. […] This is just 
my life philosophy at the moment, but they say that religion is a fish 
in an aquarium, and that spirituality is a fish in the ocean. […] I am 
very spiritual, not religious. Although I was raised Catholic, I like to 
explore, explore myself. Some things I simply cannot (incomprehen-
sible) [do, say, think] in church, so it didn’t resonate well with me 
anymore. Of course, it serves a purpose to someone else, but not me. 
And it feels stupid to listen then, this negative, always victims, always 
lamenting, always the same. For a young person, you need a little 
motivation. So that was the reason (Marko 2023).

Helena described the church as “too strict”. She recalled how there had been 
a brief conflict between the priest and herself and Jakov when they wanted 
their new flat to be blessed. The priest first adamantly rejected their proposi-
tion because the couple was not married at the time, but after another con-
versation decided to do as they asked and bless their new living space. While 
Helena mentioned how she preferred the Christmas service in the Croatian 
church to any other, she stated how an Austrian church, where her children 
attended religious teaching, offered more for children. Parents taught some 
of these classes, so Helena did as well. She talked very fondly of this, because 
“the children opened up to me. We still have a special connection even today” 
(Helena 2022).

When comparing Marko’s and Helena’s narratives on the church, both 
criticised its closed character, yet Marko’s narrative read more non-conform-
ist. Marko talked of himself as different to those he saw gather around the 
Catholic Church Mission, and since not being a part of it, finding a differ-
ent set of beliefs and belonging for himself. This indicated a whole series of 
possible different positionalities and views of self versus others, which were 
non-conforming to the collectives outlined as normative, like the Catholic 
Church Mission.

Another community was mentioned in the informants’ narratives – 
Burgenland Croats and its adjacent organisation Croatian Centre. Both Antea 
and Marko saw the Croatian Centre and Burgenland Croats as an antithe-
sis to the negative traits of the Croatian Catholic Mission and different to 
other communities in Vienna in general.64 Antea stated the Centre, and its  

64	 The Viennese Croatian organisation’s president with whom I spoke during fieldwork emphasised how 
Burgenland Croats and their community strongly cherished Croatian culture. This could be transposed 
to the rivalries between other communities in Vienna he spoke of, giving an example of two separately 
organised “Croatian Balls” during the annual Vienna ball season (de. Kroatenball). Vienna has an annual ball 



VIENNESE CROATS62

community were “wow!”, “the closest to what a minority should represent”, 
that their “culture is on the level – they cherish their language, […] tradi-
tion” (Antea 2022). Marko compared Burgenland Croats in the Croatian 
Centre to the Croatian Catholic Mission community at the Am Hof church 
in Vienna:

Burgenland Croats are very, very different. […] They are far more 
professional, better organised, they are Croatian Austrians. The Cro-
ats at Am Hof, they are all sloppy, at least considering the organisa-
tion of the community. It’s all sloppy, everyone wants to screw over 
someone else, and that kind of non-cooperation. While Burgenland 
Croats are organised. Everything works out the way you arrange it, in 
a business sense (Marko 2023).

Being “Croatian Austrians” in opposition to “Croatian” inscribed into Burgen-
land Croats a trait of being organised and professional in Marko’s narrative. A 
similar kind of “orderliness” had already been described as something rather 
Austrian, when Helena described how their lives in Austria and Vienna were 
different than those of people in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina when 
referring to gender roles. I read these as a form of expressing balkanised per-
ceptions of self and others. Balkanism as a concept of the “European Other” 
in relation to Western Europeans, coined by Maria Todorova (2009), while 
rightfully criticised for ahistoricism and essentialism (cf. Velagić 1997), was 
nevertheless real in its consequences in the life-worlds of the informants (cf. 
Berger and Luckmann 1991 [1966]). Balkanism as a representation of the 
“European Other” was a point of reference against which the informants 
positioned themselves in the process of identification and the various rela-
tions within their everyday lives. At the same time, the informants changed 
their positions within this dynamic depending on the context. While Hele-
na saw her life closer to “Austrian propriety” in comparison to Croatians or 
Bosnians, Marko and Antea brought another graduality to their perceptions 
of selves, situating Burgenland Croats closer to Austrians and the notion of 
orderliness versus the “European Other” as professionals who were able to 
properly take care of their community and traditions. Marko even named 
them “Croatian Austrians”, accentuating this complex dynamic. The infor-

season where various organisations invite their members and supporters to spend time listening to music, 
watching performances, and dancing in formal ball wear in historical buildings in the city. There has been a 
Croatian Ball organised since the 1920s by a Burgenland Croat organisation. The other Croatian Ball was 
organised by another, newer Austrian-Croatian community since the 1990s.
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mants positioned themselves and their identities within the multiplicity of 
communities, balkanised to a degree suitable for its context. This indicat-
ed a semantic and discursive formation of a constructed collectivity which 
changed its character depending on the position of the one addressing the 
collective image, and the one being addressed.65

This provides an opening to turn to a more detailed exploration of who 
“Austrians” and “Viennese” were in the informants’ narratives. Jana told a 
story how she learned a lot about Austrians in one work and travel oppor-
tunity. She mentioned that before this event, her friends mostly consisted 
of colleagues from work, “foreigners”, explaining how these were “Turkish, 
Croatian, Bosnian, Serbian, Afghan, and German friends”. She also expressed 
regret that she had not socialised more with Austrians before. She explained 
how in this work and travel opportunity most of her colleagues had been 
Austrians, and that a common cause – travelling to an unknown environ-
ment – connected them. She said this was a time when she had socialised 
with Austrians the most and stayed in contact after returning to Vienna. 
She explained why there was an assumption that staying in contact with 
Austrians was difficult through her perspective on “Austrian culture”, their 
“mentality”, slowly narrowing her perspective towards what she perceived as 
“Viennese”:

Many say it’s difficult to stay in contact with Austrians and I partial-
ly agree, but partially it is the case that Austrians watch the way one 
behaves. If they like it [your behaviour], they have nothing against 
staying in contact, but if they don’t, they will politely say, ciao, see you 
some other time. And by behaviour, I mean manners. The way some-
one acts in company, in a restaurant, towards salespeople, waiters, 
various sorts of people. And then they probably assess you by that. 
Are you with or without manners. Probably it’s this famous “Viennese 

65	 I find it important to mention that this was not a critique of the informants’ narratives or the ways they 
identified themselves; it was simply a lived experience I aimed to analytically frame. I, for one, have expe-
rienced this throughout my life in Vienna, and it was present in popular culture as well. Jugo Ürdens (also 
known as YUGO), a Viennese rapper with a Macedonian background, explored this “European Other” self 
in his music, most notably in the song “Nicht von hier” (de. “Not from here”; Ürdens 2022). In the song, 
Jugo explored the shame he had felt as a child at the recognition that his parents were “not from here” and 
his own wishes to be seen and acknowledged for assimilating well. At the same time, he brought life-world 
snippets into the song lyrics where he insisted his name was “Alex with X and not Aleksandar” and his 
mother telling him they are not Gastarbeiter – guestworkers (Ürdens 2022). He even took up his artistic 
name to be a play on words with the name of famous Austrian singer Ügo Jurgens, playing here with the 
word Yugo often used to denominate ex-Yugoslavs, but also used in a derogatory sense.
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school”66 everyone talks about, but for me, the Viennese, because I 
can’t say for other cities, these are simply people with manners. They 
know the exact rules of behaviour. Even when they are small. I see this 
with children […] of Austrian men and women. It is as if they were 
born with manners, but it’s just, they are raised in such a way, and I 
find that wonderful ( Jana 2023).

This gave another perspective into the internalised balkanism among the 
informants with the view of “Viennese” as people with manners, “cultured” 
individuals, in comparison to “us” who may be Croatian, but also more broad-
ly Balkan. Antea continued this view by saying that “Austrians take care of 
themselves”, noting how, like their residents, the Austrian public transport and 
healthcare system were orderly as well. However, Antea took a turn and circled 
back the balkanised perspective of self and “us” towards “them” – Austrians 
and Viennese. According to Antea, some of “them” had hidden true, not so 
presentable, selves. She told me how she had earned some of her income in the 
cleaning service upon her arrival to Vienna, and expressed surprise and disgust 
over the conditions in which she found some homes, saying “on the outside 
[they] looked like they took very good care of themselves” (Antea 2022).

Antea shared another view on what it meant to be “typically Viennese” 
which tangentially touched upon Jana’s perspective. For Antea, “the 
Viennese” were opportunistic, resourceful, looking out and sticking up for 
themselves, self-confident, and assertive:

A typical Viennese looks out for themselves, for their own benefit, 
where they can make more money – to have more and work less. I am 
not saying they are bad people, but I got the impression that people 
know how to find their way around Vienna quite well, that they deter-
mine some minimum they need, that it is simply a different life. It’s 
not like in Croatia, where people work a lot and get paid very little, 
that they don’t have time for anything, for themselves, their family, 
children, friends. Of course, they are frustrated [in Croatia]. And 
here, I remember in the first or second year after I arrived in Vienna, 
I went for a walk at Schönbrunn and I watched people – they held 
hands, they were happy. I couldn’t believe it. That people were so 
truly happy and relaxed. I didn’t notice that with us. Another thing I 

66	 hrv. “bečka škola”; a phrase often used in the Croatian context, meaning to be especially well behaved, 
polite, and with refined manners.
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noticed; from my Croatian perspective it looked like they complain 
all the time. But I realised they are only demanding their rights. […] 
Also, on every other house it says “Beethoven lived here” – maybe he 
spent 5 days there. But they know how to use marketing. […] They 
are all very easy going. Sometimes I wonder don’t they see this or if 
they never learned this… […] Maybe they are like that because they 
are in their own country, and they don’t have to try as hard as I, as a 
foreigner, have to (Antea 2022).

In the narratives, we saw the informants positioning themselves differently 
toward being Croatian or Viennese and Austrian, with their perspectives 
of selves balkanised to contextually suitable degrees and towards a suitable 
“Other”. In different contexts, this “Other” was themselves or someone like 
the Burgenland Croats, somewhere on the spectrum between the Europe-
an Other and the Western European. What some informants saw as being 
Viennese and different to being Croatian, others narrated as closer to who 
they themselves were, thus stretching and intertwining what it could mean 
to be one or the other. This could also be referred to as “the dirty work of 
boundary maintenance” (Crowley 1999 in Yuval-Davis 2006), a process of 
constant (re)negotiation of being and belonging within transnational social 
fields through the (re)writing of symbolic and social boundaries (Lamont 
1994; Lamont and Molnár 2002; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). In a similar 
vein, the next chapter shows how the traits of resourcefulness, confidence, 
and assertiveness, which Antea noticed in Austrians, were paired with the 
informants’ narratives about themselves, fighting for one’s position, proving 
themselves and earning acceptance – their ways of emplacement through 
language acquisition, school, and work environments.

4.2 ON EARNING ACCEPTANCE: EMPLACEMENT 
EFFORTS IN LANGUAGE ACQUISITION, SCHOOL,  
AND WORK

Stories of emplacement, narrated as stories of success, despite more or less 
unwelcoming or unfavourable circumstances ran like an unbroken thread 
through the informants’ life stories. Emplacement was a matter of agen-
cy for the informants. Constituted of “social processes through which a 
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dispossessed individual builds or rebuilds networks of connection” (Glick 
Schiller 2014 in Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2016, 21), the informants narrated 
these processes acting as agents: “a person engaged in the exercise of power in 
the sense of the ability to bring about effects and to (re)constitute the world” 
(Karp 1986, 137 in Ahearn 2001, 113). They emplaced themselves “within the 
constraints and opportunities of a specific locality at a particular time” (Glick 
Schiller and Çağlar 2016, 21). Emplacement happened when one “fought 
for” or “earned” acceptance into a wider (Austrian, Viennese) society. Not 
every informant narrated stories of discrimination, but all of them, explicit-
ly or implicitly, narrated ways in which they “proved themselves”. Karla and 
Jakov both stated how they felt discriminated against only once or never in 
their lives, but both acknowledge this was a pervasive issue. While Jakov 
shared how he had never experienced discrimination, Karla recalled how 
she felt discriminated against only once when she was a child, in a situation 
where when she and her sibling were using public transport without tickets, 
discussing in Croatian how to escape the ticket control, a person had yelled 
insults at them upon hearing Karla and her sibling speak Croatian. Karla stat-
ed that the reason why she did not have more examples of such experiences 
might have been:

because of my complexion, because I don’t look like other foreigners. 
I believe that foreigners who are a little bit darker have many more, 
not to say issues, but that they come up against such things every day 
(Karla 2023).

Despite no direct experiences of discrimination, Jakov shared how he never-
theless had sensed a need to prove himself, that he could be trusted. He talk-
ed about the ease with which he and his colleagues emplaced themselves at 
their workplace, and connected that with open-mindedness in the IT sector:

I am not sure, but I do have a feeling (exhales) that sometimes we 
have to prove ourselves. So that someone notices – okay, I can trust 
him. But I think once this trust is established, […] I think they don’t 
mind what my name is. […] [To prove oneself means] to be proac-
tive in things […] I was looking to act differently [than others in my 
work], to be proactive, to help them if some mistake was made. And 
I think they grew fond of me in this way, and that my character suits 
them. […] I think it is different here [in my profession]. I think that 
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we are very open and accepting. […] We had one colleague who tran-
sitioned, and she was accepted, that’s why I think our profession, that 
people are more open here, than, this might be stupid to say, but at a 
construction site. If a man came [to work] a week later as a woman, I 
don’t think this would be easy for them. Or in the police or wherever. 
[…] That’s why I think that my profession is open for such things, 
and different cultures, and so on ( Jakov 2022).

While stories of being welcome to a new community were pervasive in most 
informants’ narratives, difficult times, less welcoming, and discriminatory 
environments were addressed as well. An instance of discrimination Hele-
na described occurred in her neighbourhood, when she was living further 
away from the centre of Vienna, in a district where, as she and Jakov said, 
many people were working-class, poorly educated, a district with a lot of 
“social issues” and where there was a high number of voters for the right-
wing Freedom Party of Austria, FPÖ.67 Helena mentioned how this was 
one of the incentives to move from the city’s periphery to the centre. She 
narrated experiences from the period of living there, especially the story of 
one neighbour who never wanted to say hello when passing by Helena in the 
neighbourhood. This was until one day when they encountered each other 
in the building. The neighbour started asking questions about how Helena 
and her family would be able to take care of their children, considering that 
Helena was pregnant. Through the conversation it became apparent that Hel-
ena’s neighbour assumed that Helena’s whole extended family “lived in one 
apartment […] as it is with foreigners”. Helena told this person off, saying 
this was not the case only with foreigners, but with Austrians as well, and that 
this was “none of her business” in any case. Helena went on to say how this 
changed after her child had been born and started playing with other children 
in the building – eventually “[the neighbours] accepted us because we were 
different foreigners. We were the foreigners who they liked” (Helena 2022). 
This was a story that quite vividly demonstrated the path of proving oneself 
to be “better than expected”, beyond the “European Other” and balkanised 
perceptions of self, and thus earning acceptance. Proving oneself to be bet-
ter than other “European Others” fed into a perception of self as a “good 
migrant,” “good citizen,” and “good worker,” which in turn evoked notions 

67	 de. Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs.
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of deservingness and desirability.68 Being a “different foreigner” as Helena 
put it, came close to what Blachnicka-Ciacek et al. (2021) saw as “being nor-
mal” in informants narratives within their research of Polish and Lithuanian 
migrants’ own positioning towards deservingness and belonging in the UK 
Brexit context. This normality was expressed as a desire for economic securi-
ty, but also for not being seen as a “revolting” or “abject subject”. In this way, 
they “aim at differentiating themselves from those who are excluded and per-
ceived as a source of aversion” (Tyler 2013 in Blachnicka-Ciacek et al. 2021).

Another similar story involved Helena and her chosen Viennese family 
that lived in the same building where her parents rented a flat when they 
moved to Vienna. This was a story of how a building that had never admitted 
foreigners before changed its ways, and the role Helena’s parents played in 
this turn of events:

We lived in a building where there were three grannies. One of them 
was my godmother, she helped my mom and dad a lot when they 
came in the 70s. They learned a lot of German with her, and what-
ever they needed, they always went to her. When she found out my 
mom was pregnant, she wanted to be, and became my godmother. 
[…] I learned with them a lot, they helped me with German where 
mom and dad couldn’t. […] Mom and dad were the first foreigners 
in the building. The manager of the building was together with my 
godmother, and he didn’t want foreigners in the building, but he was 
looking for a building caretaker. […] So, he took them temporarily, 
but wouldn’t even say hi to them because they were foreigners. Mom 
and dad said that the building was a mess, and they were fixing it. One 
day my godmother, she was very open-minded, she asked my dad if 
he could fix something in their apartment. So, he [the manager] was 
really very much against foreigners […] but he shook my dad’s hand 
then and said thank you. And since then, he accepted them, and start-
ed admitting other foreigners to the building (Helena 2022).

As could be seen in Helena’s two narrations, stories of discrimination were 
accompanied by narrations of overcoming prejudice and stereotypes. 
Emplacement was then a process of being welcomed and accepted, which was 

68	 The literature on deservingness in general mostly explores public welfare deservingness and “the extent to 
which different subgroups of citizens are deemed worthy or unworthy of receiving help from the welfare 
state” (Nielsen et al. 2020, 112).
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earned by proving oneself as better than expected. Not being accepted was 
in some instances justified – for example, by age in cases of school bullying 
by classmates who hit puberty. Other times, the unwelcoming environment 
was addressed by the informants themselves – they “proved their worth” and 
“earned acceptance”. Emplacing themselves was at the same time a process of 
crossing, or trying to cross symbolic and social boundaries, and being wel-
comed inside the borders and within the social field (Lamont 1994; Lamont 
and Molnár 2002; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004).

These narratives, as well as narratives of strife and difficulties in life, 
included the trope of negotiating acceptance within a “community of value” 
(Anderson 2013 in Blachnicka-Ciacek et al. 2021) which was “populated 
by ‘law-abiding’ and ‘hard working’ good citizens, […] who share ideas and 
codes of conduct, […] as differentiated from ‘failed citizens’ (Blachnicka-
Ciacek et al. 2021). Blachnicka-Ciacek et al. (2021) argue that the discourse 
on deservingness elicited a constant process of boundary-making and could 
thus prevent people from ever truly feeling as a part of the “community of 
value”. What I would rather like to suggest is that being a part of a “community 
of value” was a situational and contextual notion continuously reassembled 
and renegotiated within the informants’ lived experiences and life-worlds. 
This is what I would read as the “dirty work of boundary maintenance” 
(Crowley 1999 in Yuval-Davis 2006) for the “European Other” (Todorova 
2009) – belonging, but not quite, or to an extent, and always depending on 
who are the “us” and “them”.

These understandings and narratives of success, as well as hardship and 
failure, are dynamic, contextual, historically situated processes within narra-
tive biographies which are “re-evaluate[d] over time and at particular times in 
[informants’] lives” (Brannen et al. 2016, 1756). The informants’ life stories 
further unfolded around accounts of success within different environments 
revolving around specific contexts and audiences: in language acquisition, 
at school, and work, thus negotiating identities and emplacing themselves 
within their life-worlds.

The relationship between language and migration gained significance 
both geopolitically and in scholarly circles, with “language as an identity 
issue” being highly researched within migration studies (Canagarajah 2017, 
1). Capstick (2020, ix) argued that “migration studies need to be as attentive 
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to the flows of language resources as well as people”. Language acquisition, 
both German and Croatian, could be considered a way of belonging that the 
informants in this study considered very important (cf. Adserà and Pytliková 
2016; Föbker and Imani 2017).69

Petra and Karla both mentioned how they first used English, but soon 
switched to German upon their arrival to Austria. Being immersed in a 
German speaking environment and with the help of teachers and school-
mates, an engaged community, they could very quickly speak German, 
after a couple of months. Upon their arrival in Vienna in 1991 and school 
enrolment, Karla’s mother insisted all her children be enrolled in continu-
ing classes, despite not being able to speak German, saying that this was 
“out of the question, they should continue where they left of […] and in 
case they failed, they would fail class but at least wouldn’t repeat [from the 
start]”:

And so it was. But thank God, all of us were great. In the first semester 
we weren’t graded but in the second we already had grades. We went 
through it all very well and learned German quickly. […] [At first, 
one of our aunts] translated all the books for us. […] I have to say 
they took me in very well [at school]. My German teacher told me, 
it’s no problem, write it in English. (laughter) It was so funny – I was 
writing German in English. (laughter) And I have to say they took me 
in well; I never felt that I was a foreigner, that I was unwanted. They 
were very interested in me. And after three months approximately, I 
started speaking German. Everyone [classmates] looked at me, hey 
Karla, you are speaking German! […] Of course, I made a lot of 
mistakes, but I just started talking, I didn’t care. And I asked them 
[classmates] to correct me if I make a mistake, so that I wouldn’t learn 
wrong. This one friend, she was always by my side, she taught me a 
lot. And I taught her a little bit of Croatian as well. (Karla 2023).

While Karla taught her classmates Croatian, Lana, who was born in Vien-
na, narrated how she simultaneously learned German and Croatian – the 
former in the public sphere of education, and the latter in the private sphere 

69	 Adserà and Pytliková (2016) focus on the role of language within migration experiences and argue that 
host-country language proficiency is of great importance in providing more opportunities in both econom-
ic and non-economic settings. Föbker and Imani explore the role of language in migration of families, and 
how partners of highly skilled professionals settle in and “make use of their cultural capital language after 
migration” (2017, 2720).



“SOMETIMES WE HAVE TO PROVE OURSELVES” 71

of the family home. Lana mentioned how they did not speak German at 
home, but that she picked up a lot of the language through television and 
animated movies, and that later she had no issues with her language skills 
in school.

Helena said that her mother, who spoke German better than Helena’s 
father, taught her German from an early age, and she did it so well that “many 
even today say that they cannot believe I have anything to do with Croatia 
when I speak. They always think I am Austrian” (Helena 2022). To further 
develop this division between public and private language use, Helena said 
how she was taught by her mother to always speak German when in pub-
lic or essentially anywhere but home, especially if there was an Austrian 
person present, out of respect, and that it was “simply repulsive” to do any 
differently.

Antea learned German in language schools and by being immersed in 
everyday situations with colleagues who did not speak English. She narrated 
a fear of forgetting Croatian, also talking about how it was expected that some 
maintain their language skills to a certain standard, touching upon classism 
and class difference:

It gives me the creeps, it was actually my biggest nightmare, and it 
still is – I believe I forgot a good part of Croatian. Really, I mean, I 
have books here and I force myself, I need to read. But when I hear 
how people speak, you know, educated people, I am not talking of 
cleaning ladies here, from them you would expect so. But people in 
some position, that is really (makes a sound of disapproval). […] I 
mean, okay, not a big deal, but then don’t work in a cultural institu-
tion (Antea 2023).

Teaching their own children Croatian seemed to have been especially import-
ant for the informants. Both Petra and Helena said how they had struggled 
in teaching their children Croatian. While Helena’s two older children spoke 
Croatian, her youngest child, like Petra’s, understood but usually spoke and 
answered in German. Both mothers mentioned how insisting on Croatian 
was difficult because children were surrounded with German from kinder-
garten onwards in the public sphere of their lives. Petra further narrated how 
her efforts to teach her child Croatian sometimes led to conflicts with the 
child’s father:
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I have a child, and I am trying for them to learn Croatian. Although 
this is quite hard for the child, because their father is Austrian, and 
everything is in German except this Croatian school.70 At home I try, 
but they respond to me in German. […] With their father, the child 
speaks only German. And it even bothers him when I speak to the 
child, and he doesn’t understand. It is not so simple then. We aren’t 
together that often, but when we are it is always a little uncomfort-
able. […] Because he doesn’t understand, and then he doesn’t want 
us to [talk in Croatian]. But I don’t talk [in Croatian] with the child 
because I want to say something he should not know, but simply for 
the child to hear Croatian. But it bothers him. Every person is differ-
ent, and this is him, yes. I mean, it doesn’t bother me, but it is uncom-
fortable because it bothers him (Petra 2022).

Petra expressed persistence in her efforts for the child’s Croatian language 
education and shared how she already planned, although nothing was yet set 
in stone, to spend more time in Croatia with the child, either through organ-
ised youth events or by buying an apartment, so that language acquisition 
would be easier:

I should go [to Croatia] more often because of my child. I am even 
thinking of buying an apartment somewhere on the coast, but I can’t 
decide between Trieste and Rijeka (laughter). On the one hand, 
maybe Rijeka because then my child would hear Croatian more often, 
but my soul is more for Trieste because it all seems more easy-go-
ing there, in Italy. […] That is some kind of a goal [to visit Croatia 
more often because of the child]. I even thought of enrolling them 
in a camp, a sport camp or anything, anywhere… I am a little help-
less there and not sure where to find something like that, where they 
would simply be with Croatian children […], it doesn’t matter, just 
so that they hear Croatian. And to maybe find some friends also 
(Petra 2022).

Here, we can see how language use can turn symbolic into social boundaries 
– the dynamic in raising a child as bilingual can produce conflict, despite it 
being done with the goal of expanding the child’s friendship networks. Karla 
talked about how she and her husband managed to get both of their children 

70	 Here Petra referred to the school of Croatian language her child was attending. The interview with Petra 
was conducted in the lobby of this school.
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to speak Croatian at home. She explained this through mentioning a drawing 
where her child drew their family, and how the father was depicted with a 
speech bubble saying, “Speak Croatian!” – dedicating the private sphere, and 
speaking to their father in Croatian. Karla added how her children had friends 
in Croatia where they spent their summers, and how this might have been an 
incentive to learn the language as well. Karla emphasised how teaching their 
children Croatian, “their mother tongue”, was very important to her and her 
husband while at the same time questioning the symbolic of language in the 
children’s ways of being and belonging: “Although, what is a mother tongue? 
They are born in Vienna. But the older child says, I am a Croat” (Karla 2023). 
In a short story about their friends whose children understand, but do not 
speak Serbian, she explained that the importance of learning the language lay 
(if in nothing else; my addition) in the ability to communicate with family 
members who did not speak German well, like their grandparents.

Jana, who spent her early childhood in Germany and then moved with 
her family to the Croatian coast, told a story about Croatian language acqui-
sition and symbolic and social boundaries that first emerged in the school 
environment. Emphasising a very welcoming atmosphere in Germany and 
the town on Croatian coast where they settled temporarily, she spoke of the 
town where her family settled permanently as “a little different”. This was a 
place she spoke of as “home” but mentioned they had “a rough start”. Upon 
moving from Germany to Croatia, Jana and her sibling spoke Croatian differ-
ently than others, and they got bullied because of this in school. She said they 
both shook off this prejudice, inviting their classmates to get to know them 
better before judging them for their speech.

Helena talked of negative experiences connected to Croatian at work 
in Vienna, situations involving her supervisor and clients. Her supervisor 
asserted a policy where Helena was not allowed to speak Croatian to clients. 
During our conversation, Helena rhetorically asked, what would be the dif-
ference between German, English, and Croatian, if the goal was to help a 
client. As for clients, she shared a story of one who inquired if Helena knew 
German at all, “considering her last name”. Helena said she changed the way 
she addressed such issues, becoming more direct and taking care of herself, 
since having children:

I have to say that when I had my children, I changed and looked after 
myself more, so that I am well, and not that others necessarily like me. 
[…] And they [work colleagues, Austrians] always ask me […] and 
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now, since the beginning [of working at a new position], I say that my 
husband’s and my own roots are from Croatia. So now they [acknowl-
edge, respect] me more. Just today, one colleague asked, where is 
Osijek, our Croat will explain. […] And they always tease me who I 
will cheer for [in football]. So, I tell them, of course, for Croatia, my 
heart always beats there in football. (laughter) (Helena 2022).

Overall, when the informants talked of language, be it German or Croatian, 
they talked about establishing transnational social networks and thus differ-
ent forms of emplacement as the outcome of becoming a proficient speaker. 
When talking about learning either language in their childhood, the infor-
mants talked about learning on the go, but with a clear division of the private 
and public spheres. Croatian was learned and spoken at home, while school 
or other public settings were designated for speaking and (mostly) learning 
German. The transgression of these boundaries was seen as repulsive by 
some, possibly reflected in balkanised stereotypes of ex-Yugoslavs and their 
knowledge and use of German as poor and haphazard. I found it interesting 
that there was a similar sentiment for those speaking Croatian less profi-
ciently by some informants, especially towards people working in cultural 
institutions which were, in their view, supposed to represent Croats in Vien-
na as a community. Furthermore, some informants feared losing their own 
knowledge of Croatian language, and others worried about their children’s 
Croatian language acquisition. Raising children bilingually was something 
presented matter-of-factly as a desire among parents, to be able to immerse 
their children in different social fields within their transnational families and 
other networks. Finally, speaking German proficiently was expressed as a 
conscious effort which brought surprise in social encounters and perhaps 
also a sense of pride considering prejudice towards ex-Yugoslavs’ knowledge 
and use of German. Indeed, speaking either German or Croatian less profi-
ciently, or this simply being assumed by others, brought issues and different 
sets of imposed boundaries to informants.

Although asserting that by openly discussing her “roots” Helena gained 
respect at work in her last cited account, in the context of school and educa-
tion, she revealed a different angle to the story. Helena spoke of having bad 
education and “an -ić last name”71 leaving an “imprint” on a person:

71	 This would be a way to presume one was of ex-Yugoslav descent since many last names have the distinct 
-ić suffix.
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I say, an -ić last name and on top of that bad school. It is impossible to 
achieve what you want. But if you fight always for a better education 
and so on… [there is a chance] (Helena 2022).72

A story shared by Helena and Jakov showed how discrimination and estab-
lishing networks were connected. Jakov said that he “always had more friends 
from the Balkans than Austrians”, reasoning this with his social environment. 
He went to a Hauptschule type of high school and went out more in “our 
[meaning ex-Yugoslav] places”. Helena and Jakov explained how schooling 
was divided between the “foreigner us” and the “Austrian them” when they 
were children, and how their parents might not have had this information at 
their disposal:

There was Hauptschule, Mittelschule, and Gymnasium. Švabos73 
went to Gymnasiums, in Mittelschule it was mixed, and in Haupt-
schule it was all foreigners and Švabos who really knew nothing. 
[…] If you had top grades, you were for Gymnasium, a few average 
grades, then Mittelschule, and all below – Hauptschule. And so, the 
children were aggregated, those from foreigners who didn’t know 
German well or didn’t know how to help their children, or some 
Austrians who didn’t take interest in their children. […] Later on, 
they [the state] said no, and now there are only Mittelschule and 
Gymnasium. And they are discussing merging them, which I am 
definitely for. (Helena 2022)

But I think my parents didn’t know of the difference. […] They might 
have put me to school there [in Hauptschule] because it was close to 
the apartment, maybe they heard it was a good school from someone. 
And so, I ended up in a Hauptschule. But my grades were great. That 
was the reason why I planned to go to university, but it all turned out 
differently in the end ( Jakov 2022).

72	 While Jakov mentioned in this dialogue that he never experienced such a thing, Helena told him that had 
been the case because he was a man: “Men always have it easier than women” (Helena 2022). He agreed 
this might be a possible reason and continued to say how although he had not experienced outright dis-
crimination as she did, he did have a feeling he needed to prove himself often. This is elaborated elsewhere 
in the analysis.

73	 This is one of the very few occasions in which Helena used the word “Švabo”, a derogatory term meaning 
a German-speaking person in ex-Yugoslav context. Its “pair” would be “Yugo”, used for ex-Yugoslavs in 
Germany and Austria, and “Tschusch” and “Tschuxl” which could have a wider use than for ex-Yugoslavs. 
Because the terms Švabo and Yugo were not used in more than few occasions, and not in all 8 interviews, 
I did not include this as a significant part of discussion.
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Lana expressed surprise by a similar situation in her schooling experience – 
“wherever I went to school, there was not one Austrian, we were all somehow 
either us [ex-Yugoslavs] or [people] from Turkey, Romania… no one was 
(laughter) Austrian” (Lana 2023). Helena shared how in the gymnasium she 
attended, her classmates were children of wealthy, upper-class families. These 
were children of politicians, musicians, and she and her cousin were “the only 
foreigners” in class. Besides one professor who showed interest in her and 
in learning Croatian, a professor she remembered fondly, with others “you 
could feel that we were foreigners”. Professors would tell both Helena and her 
mother that “nothing would ever come of [Helena], that it would be better 
to stop schooling” (Helena 2022). Despite that, her mother demanded that 
Helena finish her schooling, so she finished high school, enrolled in college 
afterwards, and found employment in the finance sector. Karla told a similar 
story about her younger child’s school experiences. As in Helena’s story, the 
teacher, their behaviour, and the opinions they expressed, were key issues:

This teacher is a disaster. […] I am not sure if she has an issue, but I 
wouldn’t say it is something connected to foreigners. It’s just that in 
her class there are many foreigners, many low-achieving pupils, not 
speaking German well. And the teacher is very strict; everything has 
to be perfect for her. […] She used to say awful things to the class. She 
would tell them how they were the worst class she ever had, I mean, 
this is fourth grade of primary school. These children are 9 years old, 
and she is telling them such stuff. […] I have a feeling this teacher is 
dissatisfied with herself rather than having something against foreign-
ers. But we had a conversation with her because our younger child 
had already started crying. […] The teacher told them that she is very 
disappointed and asked how the child could even consider going to 
gymnasium, that they had to know everything by now. […] I told the 
teacher, but you are their idol! It is difficult to hear such a thing from 
you. […] She just said, I am like that, and I won’t change. (pause) But 
she also said she means well […] But I’m thinking to myself, then tell 
them differently. […] The child is afraid of her; all children are afraid 
of her. […] But we are hoping all will be well (Karla 2023).

Petra had another story from school, how different schools and towns had 
accepted her differently – contrasting an Austrian village and city. She rea-
soned this difference in how she was welcomed was a matter of urban and 
rural settings, and children reaching puberty:
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The city was a catastrophe at first because I didn’t have any friends. As 
much as it was difficult in the village because I came there not know-
ing the language, but children accepted us. We were never a problem 
for them, and in the city this was different. At least for me, in my class, 
no one wanted to have anything to do with me. I was almost always 
alone, and it was like that for three years. When I changed schools, it 
was better, but in those three years I was a complete outsider, I was 
new, I had different opinions. I enjoyed talking to professors more 
than to children because I found what they were talking about non-
sensical and boring. And I didn’t suit them because, I don’t know, 
they didn’t see me as likable. So, it was more difficult because of that. 
But school as such was never an issue because I was always top of the 
class. (And why do you think that children were different in those two 
places?) Because this was a small village, and we were something new 
for them. They were open-minded and wanted to help us. And this is 
a bigger city and maybe it was just bad luck that I came to that specific 
class. […] We were running, and I had the best time, so I was sup-
posed to get into the team. I just arrived; I was new. For them it was 
the second, and for me first year. And then they were angry. So, I gave 
them my place on purpose or ran slower because it wasn’t important 
for me. There was just so much more jealousy, as there wasn’t in the 
village. The same as in Croatia, I have never felt jealousy from anyone. 
But maybe it’s also different age […] such jealousy starting with teen-
agers. I came to the city when I was 13 years old, so just in time when 
all this begins (Petra 2022).

The next story involved both school and work – a story of Jana’s student visa 
issues and how she overcame them. Jana explained that to enrol into stud-
ies in Vienna, she first had to pass exams in German, English, and “general 
knowledge” at a Croatian university accredited in Vienna, have her diplomas 
and other documents translated, and prove she had the financial capacity to 
sustain herself in Vienna. She sent all her documents to her prospective uni-
versity, but her documents were lost:

I wrote to them [the university] on many occasions, did my docu-
ments arrive, I applied, and so on. I think I have those emails to this 
day. And simply, one day after three months of waiting they told me, 
we don’t have your papers at all. They had never arrived, let alone 
been processed. So, I packed my bags, came to the university, and put 
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my papers directly in the mailbox. And that’s essentially how I moved 
to Vienna. Because waiting in Croatia, not knowing what’s happen-
ing… It took a long time to get answers, so I spoke to my parents and 
told them, it will all be easier if I am there, I can go and ask. This way, 
it’s a long journey. And slowly but surely, I enrolled in university. I got 
my Bescheid.74 (with excitement) There it is! I got confirmation of 
enrolment (laughter) to university. I came to submit my papers and 
see the city a little bit and then soon after […] I officially moved to 
Vienna ( Jana 2023).

The space of school and education, like that of German language acquisition, 
could be read as a story of the separation of the “foreigner us” and the “Austri-
an them”, bringing different possibilities for dispossession and displacement 
throughout life. The path through education was paved by a separation based 
on migration backgrounds and primary language. This was underlined by 
class division, reproducing structural differences. In other words, the duality 
of education for “us” and education for “them” mirrored the separation of 
people’s social environments, which although oftentimes contextual and sit-
uational, seemed to extend through the capillaries of their life-worlds so that 
the social environment reproduced macro- and micro-structured Otherness.

Despite this, some informants narrated their success stories around their 
professions and finding themselves within those professions (cf. Brannen et 
al. 2016).75 Work was a place of pride for those informants, a place where one 
realised a deserved belonging, a good place. Both Jakov and Antea told such 
stories, seeing themselves as excellent workers, very much cherished in their 
positions:

I finished eight grades of school, and I was a good student. I didn’t find 
it difficult, and I had great grades. I wanted to study further, maybe 
even to university, but a big international company was looking for 
students when I was in 8th grade. […] It was a whole new profession, 
and they accepted me. There were 10 of us [who got accepted], and 
800 applied. […] I had the luck to enter the company, that was some-
how – wow! to me […] I finished [the education] and stayed on, 

74	 eng. notification, confirmation; In university context, this would be a confirmation of enrolment as Jana 
explained in the cited account.

75	 Brannen et al. suggested their informants “recount success stories about their lives, particularly their pro-
fessional careers. The emphasis on paid work is a central aspect of masculinity, especially for male migrants, 
and hence is an organizing theme of their life stories” (2016, 1768).
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working for them until recently […] They were very pleased with me 
[…] I transferred to another company where I am still working. […] 
This suits me now and they are pleased with me as well ( Jakov 2022).

(asking rhetorically) Am I doing what I love, am I appreciated at 
work? No matter the better pay [at my previous position], I was so 
unhappy and frustrated because my qualities weren’t appreciated. 
While, for example, I come to work today – they simply adore me! 
They bought me this wonderful orchid and a Christmas card. And 
everyone wrote something nice about me. Not just “Alles gute”76 or 
“Merry Christmas” but things like, “you are our harmony”, “we are 
lucky to have you, you cheer up our weeks”. I cried while I was reading 
that. Screw the money and expensive gifts when someone writes such 
a thing. Wow! So, I realised that this is what matters in life, that you 
are in a place where what you have is appreciated (Antea 2022).

Success in professional life was made more difficult for those with non-Aus-
trian, Croatian citizenships, due to visa requirements before Croatia’s acces-
sion to EU.77 Lana briefly recalled how she was issued a work permit, which 
was necessary to finish her practice-requiring education, and then told a 
story of her parents’ work permits, and how these marked her perspective on 
their lives and what they provided for their children. Her father was a medical 
worker who received his work permit quite quickly because his profession 
was needed in the labour market. However, Lana focused the story on her 
mother, who struggled to get her work permit for a longer time. Her mother 
was working for a cleaning service, and the lack of a work permit was deci-
sive in her mother’s lack of workers’ rights, such as parental leave. This was a 
struggle which Lana deeply respected:

She wasn’t allowed to stay at home with me [after birth] because she 
didn’t have her documents [work permit], so her boss said, it’s not a 
problem, but come 2-3 months after the birth and bring your child 
with you. (laughter) […] So, I was with her at her work all the time. 
She was hurrying to work and to help me whenever I needed any-
thing. And after a while I was working together with her (laughter) 
– I got my little broom, so I cleaned with her. And we got through it 
somehow. […] I still have the broom! I don’t remember most of it 

76	 eng. All the best.
77	 Most informants had Croatian, and a few had Austrian citizenship.
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because I was so young, but mom often tells me about it. And I like to 
hear it because I see how brave and strong she was. That she was able 
to provide all – to be with me and at work, everything (Lana 2023).

Jana shared how acquiring a visa was a tiresome, difficult, and long-lasting 
process she wished she would never had to go through again. She realised 
“things can be different” when she was seeking a visa for a job as an acquain-
tance’s work assistant, and how this acquaintance showed her that standing 
up for herself was the way to go about:

This person and this job, they gave me momentum, wind in my back, 
that things don’t have to go by the rules always. Because one who 
waits for rules, who waits for luck or justice to happen, they won’t see 
it. (laughter) For example, in 2010, I was waiting for my visa. Every 
time I would wait for approx. 10 hours at the magistrate.78 Seven to 
ten hours, never less. And something was always missing, missing, 
missing. And then one day he came with me. Because he was in fact 
waiting for my papers so that I could work with him. So, he came with 
me one day. He didn’t wait to take a number; he just knocked on a 
door and entered. With an offensive guard he said, (emphasising each 
word) what – else – do – you – want? The woman stopped; I don’t 
understand. So, he said, what else do you want from this girl? She 
brought everything you were looking for. What is missing today? Let 
me hear before she waits for another 10 hours here for nothing. And 
she looked at him, (speaking fast) well, I don’t know how much she 
pays rent. So, he said, she doesn’t pay rent, she lives with me, and he 
signed. I saw, okay, it can be different. Those that work at the counter 
and in their offices, they are not gods and can’t determine someone’s 
fate. You have to put a little effort, raise your voice when necessary 
( Jana 2023).

Talking of work permits, Karla touched upon the stereotype that “foreigners 
don’t want to work”, connecting this prejudice to the process of work permit 
acquisition – the “Teufelkreis”, a “devil’s circle”, which prompted Karla to 
acquire Austrian citizenship:

At the time you could not work without an Arbeitserlaubnis, a work 
permit. This doesn’t exist anymore because Croatia is in the EU, now 

78	 The magistrate is a municipal authority in Vienna where visas and residence permits are processed.



“SOMETIMES WE HAVE TO PROVE OURSELVES” 81

you can go wherever, but then you could not. Student jobs, that was 
mostly moonlighting […] and if I really wanted a job, I couldn’t have 
it. It was a big issue. That was the point where I said, okay, I will take 
Austrian citizenship. Because what? I won’t be returning, I want to 
stay here, I will take citizenship. Everything is better. We used to have 
to go to the magistrate, submit a request for visa, and that was getting 
more and more difficult. […] A lot of foreigners that wanted to work, 
couldn’t. That was like a Teufelkreis [devil’s circle]. As a foreigner, 
as if you don’t want, you know many say, they don’t want to work, 
this and that. But they couldn’t have, you didn’t have an opportunity to 
work, because you weren’t given one. It’s a little different now, but yes 
(Karla 2023).

Unlike Karla, Jakov said he did not want to exchange his Croatian citizen-
ship for an Austrian one “because now there is no use, because Croatia is in 
the EU. […] It was more difficult before, but when they entered EU, then I 
thought, why would I pay for Austrian citizenship?”. 

In this conversation, Helena reflected on the process of acquiring Austrian 
citizenship – having to pay fees, take a language course, and an exam “about 
Austrian history, things even some Austrians don’t know” (Helena 2022). She 
talked about her discussion with a neighbour regarding the parliamentary and 
presidential voting system injustice and its connection to citizenship. Namely, 
a person with non-Austrian citizenship, irrespective of their birthplace and 
years of permanent Austrian residence, cannot vote in these elections. This 
is different for local elections where, beside Austrian citizens, non-Austrian 
EU citizens with primary residence in Austria (i.e., permanent residence in 
Austria and not another EU country), no matter its duration, can both vote 
and stand for election (oesterreich.gv.at, n.d.). This is something Helena con-
sidered unjust. If viewing citizenship as a particular symbolic belonging which 
produced a symbolic boundary, a person not having voting rights establishes 
a social boundary and a restriction in that person’s ways of belonging. Helena 
asserted a claim over equal voting rights as a way of belonging in Vienna and 
Austria, a right of crossing symbolic and social boundaries, on account of 
spending a life(time) in Austria, regardless of citizenship status:

I just spoke the other day to an Austrian neighbour, and she said, well, 
if someone was born here, for example our brother- and sister-in-law, 
they both have Croatian citizenship, their children as well. And they 
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don’t have a right to vote. They were born here as well. Why can’t 
they? And others who grew up here, went to school. If you are here 
for some years – why don’t you have the same right? Without citi-
zenship. […] For example, there was an election a year ago or so. In 
the 15th district, I think they said, something big, like 80% of people 
cannot vote, because there are so many foreigners. This is complete 
chaos for me. Our generation is not represented, and the generation 
after us. […] For them all [the extended family], the two of us [me 
and my mother] vote. The two of us vote. (Helena 2022).

Professional careers and work were spaces of pride and success, although not 
without challenges posed through migration policies on work permits, visas, 
and citizenship. When talking about the “Teufelkreis” of seeking visas and 
work permits, the informants engaged with and opposed the “bad migrant” 
imagery connected to “not wanting to work”. Although work permit issues 
have been ameliorated with Croatia’s accession to EU and finally terminat-
ing all work restrictions in 2020 in Austria, some informants questioned the 
social boundary established through not having the right to vote in parlia-
mentary and presidential elections. Based on time spent in Austria and Vien-
na, in education and work, they asked for everyone to officially be allowed to 
vote and take a more active role in this context. As voting at the parliamentary 
and state level is bound to citizenship, I read this as implicitly questioning the 
legislation around citizenship, and a form of questioning social boundaries 
and negotiating them.

The negotiating of life stories, identities, and life-worlds in different social 
arenas and within specific life histories were the main focus throughout the 
stories the informants told within their narrative biographies. Through both 
German and Croatian language acquisition the informants were establishing 
social networks in a transnational social field. This extended to the school 
environment, where dispossession and displacement were an overarching 
theme for the informants, which they were able to overcome through their 
abilities to act on injustice and prejudice, and finally narrated in struggling 
through the restrictive policy environment surrounding work and finding 
themselves in their professional careers. Explaining their life-worlds, lived 
experiences, and sociabilities, the informants had narrated ways of success-
fully emplacing themselves within Vienna’s urban structure as well as social 
networks within a transnational social field, with agency as the organising 
element in narrating the successes of their emplacement.
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5 
CLOSING REFLECTIONS,  

LEFT AJAR
In a (somewhat long) sentence, this book was a parallel study of political and 
everyday discourses of migration experiences in the context of (post-)Yugo-
slav and Croatian space, exploring identities of Viennese Croats at the inter-
section of the political and life-worlds. Employing theoretical frameworks 
of migration studies and transnationalism, I examined both the political and 
the life-worlds through the social process of rebuilding networks within a 
specific locale and time – emplacement – which helped in developing the 
analysis with a critique on and away from a rigid spatial and temporal framing 
of research subjects in past times and spaces. Here, migration experience was 
in a function of a prism, a point through which the lived experience of Vien-
nese Croats and political discourses on “Croatian diaspora” met, refracted, 
and dispersed upon collision. Thus, as a study of diaspora politics enacted by 
Croatia’s nation-state representatives and the life-worlds, lived experiences, 
and identity negotiation of Viennese Croats, this book brought these dis-
courses and narratives in a parallel.

The analysis was informed by the historical and policy background of the 
1960s-1980s Yugoslav guestwork, 1990s wars, and 2000s-present socio-eco-
nomic crisis and post-EU-accession of Croatia, in the Migration Trails: 
Research & Policies chapter. Showing the intricacies of policies and nation-
state enacted boundary work, I aimed to provide a background that acknowl-
edged the historicity of the research and its subjects and adequately account 
for the times and contexts of the informants’ lived experiences.

The chapter “Unity of Emigrated and Homeland Croatia”: Constructing a 
Croatian Diaspora answered the first of two main questions: how “Croatian 
emigration/diaspora” was constructed top-down through diaspora poli-
tics enacted in political speeches of Croatia’s nation-state representatives. 
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In their diaspora discourses, “founding” and contemporary, both Tuđman 
and Plenković discursively (re)connected the border-bound nation-state 
with its cross-border subjects. An identity of “diaspora/emigration” in close, 
unifying connection with the “homeland” was constructed, and with it a 
diaspora myth within the national myth. Revolving around the time of the 
1990s wars, the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the emergence of its succes-
sor nation-states, Tuđman explicated the desire for unity between the “two 
Croatias” and its importance in the Croatian nation-building project. In the 
contemporary, post-EU accession context, Plenković continued and expand-
ed on the “founding” discourse, proclaiming the unity as a matter of fact, urg-
ing that “Croatian diaspora/emigration” preserved their “Croatian identity”. 
Little was said on what exactly this identity would be, possibly presuming 
a sameness of identities between the “two Croatias” and, apparently, not 
needing explication. Instead, political speeches and diaspora politics within 
them focused on forms of emplacement that they saw as proper and good 
for “Croatian emigration/diaspora”. Emplacement was focused on building 
social networks with its “fellow countrymen” Croatians, taking part in trans-
national social fields for the sake of Croatian nation-state development, and 
preserving a static, anachronic, and normative Croatian identity presumed 
in the sameness of the “unity of emigrated and homeland Croatia”. Indeed, 
analogous to the critique of diaspora as category of analysis, “Croatian emi-
gration/diaspora” as a category of practice enacted through diaspora politics, 
firmly and statically situated its subjects in a specific spatial and temporal 
framework (cf. Çağlar 2016; Brubaker 2005). This anticipated and pointed 
towards the disconnect between the political discourses and the informants’ 
narratives. “Diaspora” was extensively used in political speeches alongside 
“emigration”, yet not used by the informants at all. Indeed, the emphasis 
and focality of “Croatian emigration/diaspora” as an imagined transnation-
al community and its identity was in Croatia and being Croatian, failing to 
mention the emplacement that the individuals may have experienced and 
“accomplished” in their contemporary everyday lives and spaces of living.

This analysis of political speech as diaspora politics, mythologisation, 
and a form of governmentality and identity politics was contrasted to the 
parallel of narrative biographies of Viennese Croats and the agency narrat-
ed throughout their life stories. The chapter ““Sometimes We Have to Prove 
Ourselves”: Viennese Croats Negotiating Identities Within the City and Beyond 
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answered the second overarching question: how heterogeneous and polyvo-
cal identities were negotiated bottom-up through the life stories and lived 
experiences of Viennese Croats. Within the narrative biographies of Viennese 
Croats, the point of focus and their organising element was narrating agency 
through success stories of emplacing oneself within Vienna and beyond. This 
was emplacement within transnational social fields, a process of negotiating 
ways of being and belonging within these fields and (re)writing symbolic 
and social boundaries. As the informants were narrating overcoming strug-
gles in German and Croatian language acquisition, issues in schooling and 
work environments, they spoke of multiple and processual ways of being and 
belonging, of versatile boundary work that they employed in their everyday 
lives. They emphasised agency in directing their life stories alongside life 
histories which encompassed them. Thus, the narratives did not follow or 
especially referenced the diaspora politics enacted through political speech-
es of nation-state representatives. Discourse constructed on “Croatian emi-
gration” spoke of unity between “two Croatias” and situated the imagined 
transnational community of “Croatian emigration/diaspora” within a space 
and time disconnected from their life-worlds, (re)imagining them as a static 
and normative group supposed to have a certain sameness with “homeland 
Croatia” and be its inseparable part, helping to develop it economically and 
safeguarding it through identity preservation. This was not reflected in the 
narratives of Viennese Croats who narrated and negotiated their identities 
within a temporal and spatial framework anchored in contemporaneity of 
their experiences and life-worlds. Although influenced by their migration 
experiences, their life-worlds were more than that. The “bond” with “home-
land Croatia” had been evoked in the narrative biographies of informants, in 
situational, contextual explications and implications of being and belonging. 
While affirming their identities as Croatian, and belonging through an emo-
tional connection with what they perceived as Croatian music, mentality, 
culture, and sense of community, this had not been either an explication or 
implication of “unity”. Informants simultaneously spoke of contexts where 
their feelings of belonging had been contested due to lives lived outside of 
the nation-state borders. Although they rejected such challenges and pro-
ceeded to legitimise their belonging, at the same time, they drew boundaries 
and distanced themselves from stereotypical ways of upbringing, and gender 
roles that they connected with “being Croatian”.
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Informants took different positions toward themselves and others within 
their life-worlds depending on who was included within these relations. A part 
of their stories of emplacement and identification implicit in their narrations 
was the changing positions toward being Croatian, Viennese and Austrian, 
depending on who was the “European Other” and “Western European” in 
the context (cf. Todorova 2009). These perspectives of selves balkanised to 
suitable degrees and towards suitable “Others” were also a product of my 
own reading of their narrations as an individual immersed in similar, cultur-
ally influenced perceptions of our shared life-worlds at the time. Sometimes 
those whom my informants saw as Austrians were perceived as more organ-
ised and proper in comparison to themselves, but sometimes they saw them-
selves that way in relation to the spaces and people of Croatia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. At other times, the Viennese and Austrians were claimed to 
hide their more true, less orderly selves, and Burgenland Croats were seen as 
a sort of positive in-between, “Croatian Austrians”, by some. Depending on 
the context, the informants strived to legitimise their belonging within these 
imagined communities – they were and were not at the same time (a combi-
nation of) Croatian, Austrian, and Viennese. This was a matter of deserving 
to belong to a “community of value” (Blachnicka-Ciacek et al. 2021) and the 
“dirty work of boundary maintenance” (Crowley 1999 in Yuval-Davis 2006) 
for the “European Other” (Todorova 2009) – being and belonging within 
transnational social fields but not quite, or to an extent, and always depend-
ing on who are the “us” and “them” – thus continuously renegotiating their 
places within or without the symbolic and social boundaries. The way they 
emplaced themselves was narrated through telling success stories within dif-
ferent environments: in language acquisition, at school, and work.

In general, when informants talked of language, be it German or Croatian, 
they talked of establishing social networks within transnational social fields 
as the outcome of becoming a proficient speaker, emplacing themselves. 
Language acquisition took place with a clear division in private and public 
spheres for Croatian and German respectively. Not speaking the situational-
ly appropriate language proficiently was seen as a sort of transgression, and 
great efforts were made to teach and learn the languages. Similarly, within 
the school environment, there was segregation between the “foreigner us” 
and the “Austrian them”. Informants explained how these divisions may have 
brought an array of dispossessions and displacement to “those with an -ić last 
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name”, reproducing structural and class differences, macro- and micro-struc-
tured Otherness. Nevertheless, informants organised their life stories around 
professional success. Work was narrated as challenging due to migration pol-
icies, i.e. issuing work permits, visas, and citizenship. Yet, work was the “good 
place” informants took up, a place where they were recognised and acknowl-
edged. Throughout the narratives, agency flowed as an underlining connec-
tor – informants made efforts, earned, achieved, and succeeded at emplacing 
themselves within Vienna’s urban structure and social networks and within 
transnational social fields.

Finally, this book did not aim at a completely particular and could not 
claim a universal argument either. Yet, putting the two levels of analysis in 
parallel provides an opportunity to emphasise the research subjects’ agen-
cy over governmentality and argue for the political and everyday discourses 
having different foci of emplacement, different perspectives on the indi-
viduals they were directed towards, and an opportunity to see that the dis-
courses did not register into each other particularly. Hence, what the book, 
and myself as a researcher, aimed towards was to show and emphasise the 
possibility of reading migrant experiences through emplacement within dif-
ferent social fields which are transnational and do not depend on migration 
as physical movement. Emplacement as a concept could thus be translated to 
different contexts, different migration experiences, and beyond migrant expe-
riences. This would touch upon the objective Çağlar (2016, 9) saw as crucial 
for contemporary migration research – “bringing migrants and non-migrants 
into a common analytical lens as coeval to each other”. Indeed, I would argue 
that whatever direction in the expansion of research focus one would take, 
the final objective should be further exploration of lived experiences and 
life-worlds of both “migrants” and “non-migrants” through the concept of 
emplacement. This remains an important endeavour in migration studies 
– theoretically, methodologically, and empirically. Before such a grander 
step, future research could and should at least expand on ex-Yugoslavs and 
“people with a migrant background” as its research subjects. This would be of 
great importance, considering the intertwined character of their experienc-
es, stories, and histories. The concept of emplacement would enable exactly 
this kind of a perspective, it would make possible to bring the life-worlds of 
different people into a common framework, and thus possibly change the 
outlook on migration experiences in scholarship, policies, and life-worlds 
themselves.
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As this book draws to a close, I am at a loss for words. It all started with 
a personal experience of living in Vienna, and a search for a master thesis 
topic which now feels like a lifetime ago. When I finished my master thesis, 
I was also finalising one chapter of my life, so the ending felt like it was part 
of a natural path. Now, it feels difficult to let go of these words, thoughts, 
and reflections. It is also difficult to let go of the memories that burst to the 
surface every time I open the book to work on it, memories of the fieldwork, 
of the informants I have not seen since moving away from Vienna, of the city 
of Vienna, and of my life there too. It took more courage than I anticipated to 
finish this book, as I constantly worried about staying true to the informants’ 
stories and doing justice to their experiences. Knowing that soon, this book 
will be out of my reach and left to the readers fills me with insecurities that are 
hard to put into words. Nevertheless, here I am, ending the story I thought I 
had already finished. So, it is safe to say that this is the end of one chapter in 
my life that proved larger than I could have imagined. It is also very safe to 
say I intend to leave the door ajar – for future conversations, discussions, and 
expanding research.
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6 
AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC  

TROPE
At the time of conducting fieldwork, I was contemplating a more collabo-
rative approach, at times I even fancied the idea of more experimental writ-
ing, but I decided against it because writing a master thesis was already hard 
enough. Yet, with this book, I allowed myself to share a section in which I 
look back at my own path in Vienna in a surge of creative writing.

I wrote this text in early 2023, and I saw it then, and see it now, as an 
autoethnographic memo written in dispersed short scenes, a confession, a 
spiteful personal note to Vienna, and (frankly) a reckoning with my own dis-
persed identity and sense of belonging and home.

Rereading it with a distance of several years, I could read in it some of 
the themes that the informants touched upon in their narratives, striving for 
emplacement: physical, cultural, and political.

I left this memo somewhat disconnected from the main body of the book, 
as a way to expose myself as an author, and hopefully provide an interesting 
read. While the story of this book was connected to myself and my own expe-
riences, I preferred to remain a side character.
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Und manchmal ertapp ich mich, wenn es passiert
Schaue, dass ich mich gut artikulier

Der Kellner soll wissen bin assimiliert
Und frage mich direkt was los ist mit mir

Warum will ich, dass er mich akzeptiert?79

CORPOREALITY.

The arrival.

I came to Vienna on September 7th, 2021. I remember the bits and pieces 
of it as if it was today. We, that is, me and my parents, woke up at maybe 
five in the morning and started carrying everything to the car. There was an 
overwhelming feeling of fear, excitement, a “knedla u grlu” that I would freely 
translate as a rock in one’s throat, although it’s technically a dumpling. This 
trope of a dumpling inside my throat is something I read in a letter my moth-
er wrote to a friend of hers when she was moving to Zagreb in the late 1980s 
at the age of 19. I remember myself, a child of maybe 12, reading this letter, 
and I remember fully understanding, and reliving this feeling of discomfort 
my mother was feeling when moving away from her hometown. Now a sim-
ilar, but still more radical change was happening to me. Although it seemed 
similar to me, my mother would equate our experiences. And I realised soon 
enough that she was right (as always, no?).

So, there we were, the three of us carrying my whole life in travel bags, 
rucksacks, clothes shrunk in those plastic vacuum nylon things, shoes, mem-
orabilia, books, a lot of books, hangers, those little things with which you 
put clothes to dry, an iron, a hair straightener (I would use it twice after I 
moved, which is the topic of many conversations with my sister), food, so 
much food, distilled water for my iron, which I never used. All we could, we 
bought at home and packed. I joked that this was a proper Balkan move then, 
and on many occasions when I was retelling this story to my friends, both 
home in Zagreb and home in Vienna. I don’t remember being as stressed 
as then, maybe ever in my life. Such an overwhelming and heavy burden on 

79	 “And sometimes I catch myself when it happens / I make sure I articulate myself well / The waiter should 
know I’m assimilated / And I ask myself directly what’s wrong with me / Why do I want him to accept me?” 
(Ürdens 2022; my translation).
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my shoulders and lungs that would not go away, which I had never before 
experienced.

We got in the car after I said goodbye to the whole house – my sister, 
grandparents, aunt. We might have left my sister to sleep – or perhaps this 
was another trip here and there. We drove off. The feeling stayed the same. I 
don’t remember if we talked at all, but we must have, we are a family that talks 
at least a little bit when driving somewhere. Or maybe we mostly listened to 
music – which we always do. I do remember asking my mom to change the 
music on the radio and having the classic arguments with both her and dad 
about what we would listen to. Such similar tastes in music, but such stub-
born people. We travelled while the pandemic was still raging, and we had 
all our documentation prepared. None of the border officers asked for much, 
probably thinking we were just passing through.

We stopped at an Austrian restaurant by the highway to stretch our legs. By 
that time, I was very nauseous, thinking it was from the ride, but realistically 
most of it was stress. None of it seemed real. I was there with my parents. It 
didn’t matter that the car was carrying my life to another country five hours 
away from home or that I enrolled in university. Knowing this was happening 
had been somewhere deep down in my thoughts and did not want to surface 
in any way but nausea. All three of us smoked our cigarettes very nervously 
and got back to the car. It was funny, and I mentioned it to my parents at the 
time, how as soon as we were in a different country, especially it being Austria, 
we were all trying to find an ashtray. Not only did we search for a bin, but 
we were making sure that the bin we found was not for some other type of 
trash. The fear of getting fined in a “sorted out country” became our reality. 
The same was with speeding on the highway – it was a different world and set 
of rules entering Austria. We cannot afford the fines, and they must be real in a 
“proper” country like Austria. Spoiler alert: they are not, and I know this for a 
fact, but that comes later in the story. Anyhow, as we went back to the car, I fell 
asleep for a while. I remember maybe waking up somewhere along the high-
way, with this same feeling of sickness, nausea, and none of it being real.

The entrance.

Fast forward, we are entering Vienna. My dear God, the traffic in Vienna?!?!?! 
My father, holding onto his and all our lives, was grabbing the steering wheel 
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as if it was a lifeboat, myself trying to navigate with Google Maps, and Maps 
completely disappointing us and giving me the wrong information. Damn GPS 
never works to the meter when you need it. Dad was swearing like it was 
the biggest football match in our lives, I almost swore too many times (this 
is something one never does in front of family – spoiler: I did, but another 
story for later). We are running a red light – fuck, fuck, FUCK! Hopefully no 
one saw that. We managed to find this one parking garage my friend from 
Zagreb told us about. She used to live in the apartment before me, needed 
a place to stay when she came to Vienna, and so gave the apartment to me, 
and we agreed that she can always sleep at my/our place. But! Not only did 
she give us the information about the garage, but friends of her parents told 
her about it, since they used it while visiting Vienna and moving some last 
things back to Zagreb after she moved back. Not only that! But my father 
explicitly asked me to ask her about a garage, because we needed a cheap one, 
and he had no idea about where and how to find them. Interestingly enough, 
I remember the exact way to the garage, but I have never been in this part 
of Vienna since my parents left and consciously realised this is that place. It 
looked like the biggest concrete hill I had ever seen, a steep circular road and, 
then all of a sudden, a straight and small Einbahn80 street where the garage 
was located. I cannot find it anymore. Anyway, we came to the apartment, 
cleaned it top to bottom, and went out for a beer to decompress. Sitting in 
the bar, we were quieter than usual – commenting anxiously how Austrians 
were so quiet and how weird it was. We decided to order in English, not to 
embarrass ourselves with broken German. AND THE BARTENDER WAS 
SERBIAN. We laughed and exchanged a few words with him. This was my 
first acquaintance in Vienna.

The first crack.

My parents slept on the floor of the apartment. Or was it just my dad? I don’t 
remember, I just remember that I was so anxious about the next day because 
I knew it was real. I was staying and they were leaving. I think my parents left 
in the morning. Did we buy groceries on the first or second day? In any case, I 
remember it as it were today, this image of my parents entering the car on the 
sidewalk in front of my apartment building, my mom crying, me pretending 

80	 de. one-way.
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I am not about to cry. I don’t even remember saying goodbye to them clearly, 
but I remember the sidewalk, the colour of the concrete that divided us, and 
would be dividing us for at least the next two years. As soon as they entered 
the car and drove off, I leaned on the front door of my apartment building 
and started crying. And so, there it was, the family nest’s first crack.

The first fix.

More than anything, I was scared. The rest of the day and the days after are 
a blur in the sense of what I was doing. I’m sure I went to the park down 
the street, and walked around, but the only thing I remember clearly was 
one morning when I entered St. Stephen’s Church. I was just curious, but it 
turned out to be an experience. I wasn’t in too long because I couldn’t bear 
the feelings it evoked. All my fears released, I prayed for everything to be 
okay and cried while listening to a German sermon for the first time in my 
life. They were reciting Our Father and I followed in Croatian, trying not to 
get confused by the hundreds of people praying in German, echoing through 
the Dome. All these people, so many, and we share nothing. I cannot express 
myself to them. All I have is the common prayer in my language. This notion 
calmed me down, but it was a temporary fix. I never entered the church 
during service again.

The visible armour.

I went out one day, dressed up in my tracksuit clothes, and thinking back, it 
felt as if it would protect me from the unknown, from Vienna. Now I almost 
don’t wear it at all, but at the time it seems as if those were my survival clothes, 
an oxygen tank, protective wear, an armour.

I remember that I met the first people from my university department on 
the day I was wearing my tracksuit. I had been alone for 4 or 5 days prior to 
that. When I came to hang out with them, I was so nervous. I stood in front of 
the park as if I was waiting on a blind date to arrive, when a boy approached 
me to ask if I was studying with him. He was agreeable so the conversation 
started off nicely. We met with two other boys and a girl, bought some drinks 
and sat down on the wet grass. It felt like high school all over again. My 
voice wasn’t serving its purpose at all – it was very difficult to talk with the  
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stammering. But I did it, as I did so many times before. To deny I was feeling 
extremely anxious all the time would erase most of the experience. I mis-
judged who would become my close friend at the time, but it turned out just 
fine. More than fine.

The invisible armour.

Thinking back, I would have never, NEVER, survived Vienna without a few 
people I still find to be my close friends. One day, soon after this Stadtpark 
hangout, we met at a departmental social event. I saw one of my friends for 
the first time and thought they were a bit intimidating, as they seemed much 
older and more mature, like they had their life figured out. This was in Stockl 
am Park, close to the Belvedere. We were sitting in the park, drinking beer. 
This friend sat at the head of the table because they were late, started rolling 
cigarettes and made a very good joke about ex-Yugoslavs in Erasmus cultural 
evenings. Later we met in Karlsplatz over a beer in a bigger crowd, engaged 
in some typical first year academic conversations, but still had our first real 
conversation. Then we met at the Donaukanal and had some easier conver-
sations. Or was this the first time we met? I have no idea. And I had literally 
no idea how much this person would mean to me and how much I would 
be grateful for them being in my life. I have no idea how I met some of the 
others and how we started getting close, it simply happened. And then there 
was one with whom I exchanged the words “You are my closest in Vienna” 
as a promise of deep and loving connection. Vienna taught me that people 
should not be taken for granted.

TWO HOMES.

The shattering.

However, during these first few months, I mostly felt quite unwell. Impos-
tor syndrome kicked in, I realised I would have to adjust myself, my identity 
to the new, international, but also Austrian environment. Not only did my 
Viennese home start shattering to pieces before I even assembled it, but the 
Zagrebian one was beginning to break as well. I soon developed two homes 
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of which neither was really a home for months. Every time something bad 
happened in one of the two places, I wished to be in the other. The first few 
months of impostor syndrome made me hate Vienna, the Viennese, Austri-
ans, all. Then events in Zagreb gave me a proper beating and made me crave 
coming back to Vienna more than breathing. And so, the mixed feelings 
towards my two homes circulate, but with less emotional impact and with 
much greater love, to this day.

The trips here and there, to the home in Zagreb and the home in Vienna, 
were accompanied by nervousness as if I was leaving my real home every 
single time, regardless of the direction of the trip. It was as if every time I felt 
the connection anew, and it got confusing to choose which I craved to see 
and which I craved to leave. Yet the movement itself now feels as if I have 
not left or came anywhere – before Schengen and Euro, I could at least see 
the differences in border control and currency. Now, not counting the few 
checks the Austrians seem to have to perform every once in a while, I don’t, 
and I don’t travel through borders. Zagreb and Beč have been similar enough 
before, now they seem to amalgamate in the most peculiar way.

The shattering of the worlds I lived in was accentuated every time some-
one from Zagreb visited me in Vienna. The first time a friend came to visit, I 
expressed confusion, feeling as if we were in Zagreb, yet the two of us were 
together in Vienna. When I thought about it, it felt as if nothing existed while 
I was not present, as if other people’s lives stopped. And this friend broke the 
illusion. Others came as well, but nothing was as peculiar as when my sister 
came to Vienna. I felt not only confused, but also as both a tourist and resident 
of Vienna – I was the sister and the guide at the same time. An unexplainable 
feeling of excitement, happiness, confusion, familiarity, and strangeness.

The streets.

I never felt migrants or those appearing to be migrants as my counterparts 
or opposites in Vienna. But I did feel every Austrian-appearing boy and girl, 
man and woman, as my Other, and me as theirs. It’s a gut feeling of insecurity 
that washes over you as cold sweat when someone looks at you. They are 
the people who make me uneasy – the people with perfect fluent German, 
confident in their walk and direction, people who seemingly have it figured 
out because they belong here. Unlike the rest.



VIENNESE CROATS96

When I silently walk through the streets, I sometimes imagine people 
mistaking me for an Austrian. I imagine they think I speak German, and I 
imagine them thinking of me as a part of Vienna. But at the same time, I 
never internally feel this could actually be possible. I always feel like an alien 
when silently strolling through the city, sometimes thinking there must be 
something on me or about me that gives it away that I’m a stranger.

When I speak English in the streets of Vienna, I feel like the ultimate 
stranger, but the one who is worth something, you know? One who might 
be seen as just a tourist, or maybe at least “better”. I don’t know, it’s difficult 
to explain. Sometimes it’s a better thing and sometimes worse, depending on 
the time and place. And the people. When I am with my friends, I don’t mind 
17 languages if they are needed.

When I speak Croatian in the streets, thinking I am surrounded by 
Austrians, the feeling of strangeness is incomprehensible. It feels as if the 
most horrible stereotypes are being retold, regurgitated at me all over again. 
She is one of those people who will never learn the language and will even 
oppose learning it. She probably works in a low-paid job, she is of no use, she 
is the lowest of the low (but this low can always go lower, right?).

This feeling disappears in a millisecond, and this millisecond is the 
moment of empowerment when I hear naški, the common tongue, as me 
and my friend named it, in the streets of Vienna. The empowerment, how-
ever, does sometimes come on its own, and not only as a reaction to external 
stimuli – it seems to be an arbitrary process of getting up on the right side 
of the bed. This is not only an everyday moment, but it was somewhat of a 
turning point in the spring of 2022 when I realised how common “we” were 
in Vienna – when I started thinking more about my thesis. I made peace with 
my language and the stereotypes because I realised that these issues were 
mine, but also mine to share with thousands of people.

The U-Bahn.

I realised that people looking at me in the U-Bahn when I answer my phone 
are people who understand me. And so U-Bahns became safe spaces in the 
urban jungle of Vienna. As my two worlds were shattering under each other’s 
weight, my mind decided to devise a way to remain at home. And it did so by 
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developing a fascination with U-Bahns – a fascination with the diversity of 
people, the enormousness of crowds, the possibility to hide but still be seen, 
and the beauty of the machines – the wind in one’s hair upon their arrival, 
the old-school red interior, and the peculiar knob mechanisms for opening 
their doors.

TOWARDS A DIALECTIC.

The indulging.

This feeling of incompetence, non-belonging, and anxiety which cracked 
itself open with my move to Vienna, both internalised and externalised, did 
not go away without a fight. Yet, I started with subservience, people-pleasing, 
and indulging others. I was told there are some rules in Vienna. You see, I 
never tipped enough, so others tipped for me – so that the bartender would 
not get angry. I was told there is more prejudice about Serbs, and ex-Yugo-
slavs in general than against Turkish or Muslim people in general. I still don’t 
believe it to be like that, but I do believe prejudice exists. I felt it on my own 
skin how it felt to be misjudged on an U-Bahn station – I answered the phone 
and the woman in front of me hurried up the stairs clutching her purse. Every 
time I retell this story, I hope I am wrong, and I hope I was the one who 
misjudged what happened. I was also told that calling someone Yugo was 
okay, I was told this as a fun fact. At the time, I told the person we call all 
Austrians and Germans Švabo, but I didn’t think how much of an insult that 
could have been, yet I still retell the story. It is difficult to admit how much of 
a people-pleaser one can be when trying to adjust to an unknown (and often 
hostile) environment. I was told we were all in the same position regarding 
money troubles. SUCH A LIE. It might be a cliché, but our poverties were 
not the same. I acknowledge my privilege in even arriving in Vienna, let alone 
studying there. Despite the privilege, I felt poor and had a devouring fear of 
hunger. An even greater fear emerged out of thinking how my family might 
be enduring hunger and poverty because my privileged ass wanted to study 
in Vienna. Sooner rather than later, I was acquainted with both my privileg-
es and setbacks. The in-betweenness seemed to never go away in any of the 
spheres of my existence.
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The fight.

From subservience came resistance. I got fed up portraying myself as the 
poor Yugo who came from a shed to bright civilisation. I got tired of other 
people seeing me this way. I decided I was more than the sobby stereotype. 
So, I made myself more distant to many, and closer to a few. I begged my 
parents to call me less so I can adjust more quickly, and then the tables turned 
because we heard from each other for about a few minutes per week. I lost 
most of my friends and made them my acquaintances. With the ones I stayed 
close with, I began to develop a friendship and love that will, hopefully, last 
until the day I die. Others I kept at a distance, and to a degree I still do. I 
learned to use the good part of Austrian coldness to my advantage, remaining 
the open, oversharing, and loud Yugo I was when I came.

The tamed anger.

And from resistance came indifference and criticism, both euphemisms for 
sustained, focused, and (in my well-read opinion) justified anger. People 
came searching for a better life, and myths were made, and they made me 
angry. It especially angered me when people thought they were the ones to 
explain to me who I am in Austrian eyes. I had another “Yugo conversation”. 
I was told this is not a derogatory term, and that there are other terms such as 
“Tschusch” and “Tschuxl” which are derogatory. Auslander is also apparent-
ly not a derogatory term, but I don’t remember their “hot take” on Balkan. 
I just looked at the person who was explaining this to me, and thought to 
myself, that yet again I will have to explain why these terms are contextually 
problematic. As if it was not enough that I talked of these topics at university 
constantly. But the anger shifted and redirected its energy towards reclaiming 
the terms. I wanted to cheer and celebrate all the derogatory words ex-Yugo-
slavs were given when these terms were reclaimed.

The reverence.

Vienna was starting to make me accept the multitude of identities I had, 
or had the possibility to have, and thus changed the way I saw and cared to 
present myself. That was a most liberating feeling. Acceptance of not under-
standing fully what that meant in each moment was also liberating. I did not 
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need the approval of others, just my own. Now, it always feels like being on 
a cloud in between worlds. I claim all of these words as mine, and I am not 
shy in saying who I am or where I am from. Despite this meaning that people 
might avoid talking to me, despite this prompting all sorts of prejudice. I do 
know who I am now, and I don’t mind this in-betweenness anymore. I am the 
in-between – the one with the capability and right to name myself.
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