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Abstract 

In the 60’s and 70’s a large group of Yugoslav migrants came to Sweden in search for jobs. 

These people mostly belonged to the generation born after the Second World War, a generation 

brought up in the official discourse of “Brotherhood and Unity”. A discourse downplaying ethnic 

differences in favour of a national identification. With the break-up of Yugoslavia in the early 

1990’s their Yugoslav national identity was beginning to be contested.  

The Serb migrants had to redefine themselves due to the changing situation and to replace or 

redefine their Yugoslav identities.  

This paper presents a case study for three individuals in this group and how they defined 

themselves before the break-up and how they handled the break-up. It presents how they today 

look upon Yugoslavia and how that place has changed meaning in their everyday narratives. 

The question I try to answer is whether someone can call himself Yugoslav when Yugoslavia no 

longer exists, and how the image of Yugoslavia has changed due to the break-up. 

I show that the image of Yugoslavia is still very much alive but this image has turned from a 

place in physical space to a place in their narratives, close to Foucault’s definition of a Utopian 

place. A place in their minds, perfected in form. 

They still call themselves Yugoslavs, if the social context allows that, they still use the term to 

relate to their origin and in discussions of place. 
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A brief history of Yugoslavia 
”The kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes” was formed after the defeat of the axis powers 

in the First World War in 1918. The nation was by many considered a single nation 

representative of numerous disparate groups: Albanians, Bosnian Muslims, Croats, 

Hungarians, Macedonians, Montenegrins, Serbs, Slovenes and others.  

The formation of Yugoslavia was however not a straightforward process as representatives of 

the Slovenes and Croats were wary of the Serbian intentions. During negotiations on Corfu in 

1917 a Slovene led pro-Habsburg group however led them to join forces with the Serbs in 

defence of a post-war “South Slav” nation. That unity was expressed in the Corfu declaration 

in July 1917.  

Just as the different groups were prepared to sign a deal the Austria-Hungary Empire 

disintegrated and the Slovene and Croat parties tried to form a South Slav nation of their own, 

separate from Serbian influence. But lacking an effective military force they became 

dependant on the Serbs, who had the only effective troops in the region. Eventually they had 

to accept Serbian hegemony under the Belgrade Proclamation in December 1918. 

The circumstances leading to the Belgrade declaration made the Serbian government 

feel no obligation to fulfil the Corfu declaration stating the formation of a confederation 

where every nation had an equal voice. The intentions of the Serbs were displayed when 

Serbian prince Aleksandr Karadjorević was declared as king regent in 1921. 

The Croat Stjepan Radić and his Croatian Peasant Party opposed Aleksandr I’s rule until 

a liberal-democratic constitution was created.  

Serbian nationalism controlled the nation in every way, controlling the top positions 

within ministries and offices, the military and the police. The Croatian opposition, the only 

cohesive opposition against Serbian hegemony, committed several political miscalculations 

and thus lost effectiveness.  

After the murder of Radić by a Serbian nationalist in 1928 they declared an all out 

political war on the Serbs. The Croats formed an ultra-nationalist revolutionary terrorist 

organisation, the Ustaša, as a response. The leader of Ustaša, Ante Pavelic developed the 

organisation in his exile in Italy according to fascist models under the protection of Benito 

Mussolini. During the war Ustaša allied itself with the Italian and German occupiers and with 

the help of the Germans the independent nation of Croatia in 1941. It controlled Croatia and 

most of Bosnia-Herzegovina, from 1941 to the end of the war in 1945. During these years the 

Ustaša persecuted members of the Serb population, Jews and Gypsies. After the war Ustaša 



formed organisation abroad, in countries like Australia and Sweden. This organisation had 

little to do with the politics in Croatia even if separatists in many cases were inspired by their 

teachings. 

To counteract the dissolution of the kingdom, Aleksandr declared a royal dictatorship 

and to mollify the Croats and unite the various groups under his rule, he changed the name of 

the nation to Yugoslavia in 1929. However his heavy-handed methods led him eventually to 

realise his dictatorship had failed to stave off nationalist political conflicts. But before he 

could end it he was assassinated by an Ustaša-connected Macedonian revolutionary in the pay 

of Italian fascist.  

The fear of Italian claims on Dalmatian territories led to a brief unification behind the 

new regent Pavel (1934-1941). He however continued the dictatorial regime of his 

predecessor Aleksandr (Hupchick 2002: 338-341).  

Fearful of Hitler’s intentions regent Pavel drifted closer to the German Führer. This led 

to him getting ousted by a group of anti-German officers replacing him with a new regent Petr 

(March 1941). The pact with Germany was renounced. Hitler reacted by ordering his troops to 

invade Yugoslavia and due to the speed of the invasion the Yugoslav army had no time to 

mobilise. On the 17:th of April the Yugoslav capital was captured (Hupchick 2002: 357). 

The resistance against the German occupiers consisted of a loosely organised group, the 

Cetniks. A group with close ties to Serbian nationalists, a group that claimed little success 

against the German occupiers due to bad organisation.   

 The communist partisans rallying under the Croat Josip Broz Tito claimed more 

success in their fight against the Germans. Well organised with support from the Allies they 

managed to fight the Germans until the end of the war. But the war was not just a war against 

German occupiers; it was just as much a civil war against other groups within the Yugoslav 

nations, primarily the Serbian Cetniks and the Croat Ustaša. 

When the Red Army entered Yugoslavia in 1944 a well-organised partisan movement 

under the leadership of Tito supported them and on 20:th of October they together liberated 

Belgrade.  

The Red Army left Yugoslavia leaving Tito’s Partisans in charge of “cleaning up” the 

remains of the war. And on 15:th of May 1945 the fighting against Ustaša and Cetniks was 

over. The member were rounded up, executed or exiled from Yugoslavia. . (Hupchick 2002: 

372-373) 
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After the war Tito started to create a nation out of this disparate region. His catchword 

from the partisan years of brotherhood and unity became the slogan of this new try of uniting 

the ethnic groups.  

His brand of communism soon caught the attention of Stalin who requested him to join 

the ranks of the other eastern countries. His refusal made him one of the prime targets of the 

Cominform, an organisation created between the countries in the Eastern block and Stalins 

Soviet Union, and thus in 1948 he was denounced. As a response Tito sought support in the 

west and started to get economic support from European countries and USA.  

After the death of Stalin the relations with Soviet thawed but Tito kept his relations with 

the west intact. (Hupchick 2002: 403-405) 

 In 1965 the Communist regime decided to ease on the regulations for migration abroad 

which led to a mass migration, numbers reaching 735 000 in total in western Europe towards 

the end of the 70’s (Magnusson 1989: 83). 

With his death in May 4, 1980 the republics within the Yugoslavian federation took 

turns claiming presidency. This however ended in 1991 with the break-up of Yugoslavia and 

the start of the civil war. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this paper is to see how the break-up of Yugoslavia affected three members of 

the Yugoslav community in a mid-sized town in southern Sweden. The informants came to 

Sweden as part of approximately 25 000 migrants from Yugoslavia in search for jobs during 

the years 1965 to 1980. They formed transnational communities in Sweden and started to 

create an identity firmly based on a national identification where ethnic differences were 

downplayed in favour of this national identity. With the break-up in 1991 they had to start to 

renegotiate their identity, in the absence of what was a Yugoslav national identity. This paper 

tries to describe this process for three individuals of this Yugoslav migrant group. 

Method 
The interest for the question of what happened to Yugoslav national identity after the break-

up of Yugoslavia came from an acquaintance saying: “I’m a Yugoslav and I will always be a 

Yugoslav”. This gave rise to the question “Is it possible to claim a national identity when the 

nation no longer exists?” 
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The study started with literature studies about national identity, ethnicity and the 

particularity of place in identity processes. Including studies of the Yugoslav community in 

Sweden, primarily Yugoslav migrants that came from Yugoslavia during 60’s and 70’s. 

Contacts were taken with three informants from the former Yugoslav community in a 

medium sized city in southern Sweden and they were consequently interviewed. A name was 

given to me by an acquaintance that in his turn gave me further names to contact.  The 

interview was performed using a tape recorder and additional notes were taken during the 

interview. 

After the interviews were recorded they were transcribed and studied. As the interviews 

were studied additional questions were written down and given to the informants. 

I have translated all quotes from the informants to English from Swedish. In the quotes 

of the informants the characters “[…]” are used to denote text portions removed for clarity, or 

text that is not significant in the discussion. A text within ”[” and ”]” denotes comments by 

me to clarify text portions, or any non-verbal actions of the informants.  

Borisav and Marko both came to Sweden as adults and started to work in the Swedish 

engineering industry as part of the large migration from Yugoslavia during the 60’s and 70’s. 

They both started early to take part of the build-up of the transnational community1 in 

Sweden, and are still both active. Both have reached their 60’s. Dimitrije came to Sweden as a 

child as an 11-year-old boy with his family. He is in his early 50´s. 

The paper starts with a historical background of the Yugoslav nation, describing the 

complexity of the ethnic structure of the nation.  

The empirical part of the paper starts with describing two examples of the tool used by 

the Yugoslav nation in controlling the official discourse of the people living in Yugoslavia, in 

their use of the Second World War as a unifying historical myth. Downplaying the ethnic 

aspect of the war in advantage for a common source of identification.  

This is followed with a description of the creation of a Yugoslav transnational 

community in Sweden and how they saw on their identity as Yugoslavs and how that identity 

was upheld and maintained in a state of Diaspora. 

This is followed with a description of how their Serbian identities took form and 

developed as the Yugoslav nation started to disintegrate, followed by a discussion of how the 

image of Yugoslavia has changed after the break-up. 

I have decided to interweave analysis into the empirical text. 

                                                           
1 With transnational community I mean a community of migrants actively upholding social and cultural bonds to 
their place of origin from their new country. 
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Theory 
This paper discuses the concepts of identity, ethnicity and national identity and their 

connection to the concept of place; with a special focus on immigrants who came to Sweden 

during the 60’s and 70’s and their conceptions of identity. 

Within Social Psychology, two theories that both emphasise the complexity of the self 

in its relation to the society, are Identity Theory and Social Identity Theory.  

Identity Theory claims that individuals tend to interact in groups and thus identity is 

multifaceted and the individual chooses amongst identities based on the groups he feels a 

belonging to. Identity is a complex construct based on the roles of individual’s in society. 

These so called Role Identities are self-definitions that specify the individuals place and role 

in the society and its groups but they also define the counter-identities, the Others. It also 

claims that some identities are more relevant to the individual than other, and the more 

relevant it is the more it defines the self (Hogg 1999: 256-259) 

Social Identity Theory claims that categories like ethnicity or nationality within which 

an individual falls, is also a self-definition. The individual has a collection of these discrete 

category memberships, each varying in importance, that are applied as a social identity and 

controls his behaviour in that specific social context (Hogg 1999: 259-262).  

Both theories describe identity as a social construct, a dynamic structure creating 

relation between society and self. From an anthropological point of view the interesting parts 

in these theories is the view of identity as a social construct, and the interchangeability of 

identities based on social context. The individual presents an identity based on the social 

context he is in.  

Ethnicity is an aspect of group relations rather than an aspect of a group. It is the 

delimitation between groups, where differences, objective or subjective, are made significant. 

Ethnicity arises where groups come in contact and have a minimum of social contact. History 

is an important aspect in the experience of ethnicity, the common myth that binds the 

members together. To this comes the sense amongst the group members of a common culture, 

a culture that differs from other groups. The experienced difference does not have to be 

objective, as long as both parties experience a difference (Hylland Eriksen 1993: 21-22). 

Often the term ethnic is used in conjunction with the term nation, used as a description of 

terms needed to form the concept of a nation. There is however no clear connection between 

these terms as the Yugoslav example shows, a nation created out of disparate ethnic groups. 

And examples of that fact can be found around the world, nations created out of regions and 

people who claim a different ethnic background but still claim a common national identity. 
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Nations like USA with its “melting pot” of different ethnic groups, and Sweden with its large 

minority of indigenous people, the Sámi. 

The terms Nation and Nationalism are obviously closely connected. The nation is the 

place with well-defined boundaries, where two nations are clearly separated and defined by 

their borders (Malkki: 26).  

Baptized with a proper name, space becomes national property, a sovereign patrimony, 
fusing place, property and heritage, whose perpetuation is secured by the state. (Alonso 
1994: 383). 

It is the place where history, culture, language is fused into a whole creating a basis for 

identity. A distinction has to be made between territory and nation, nations exists as a 

historical reference, a reference to a lost place kept alive by narrative. But the nation has also 

been described as the imagined community. Thus described because, as Benedict Anderson 

says it is imagined since the member s of that community, the nation, however small it is will 

never be able to create any kind of relation to all its members only a fraction. But still there 

exists an image of the community (Andersson 1991: 21).  

The nation is thus a community, imagined rather than the experienced as the family or 

clan. You devote yourself to an idea of a community, the place stamped and properly named 

with its rituals and symbols like the flag, the national anthem, it’s history. But to emphasise 

the difference between the political power controlling the nation and the nation as a 

community the term state is used to describe the political power controlling the nation.  This 

takes us into the discussion of nationalism, the devotion to a nation. Nationalism is usually 

conceived as: 

…a sense of national consciousness exalting one nation above all others and placing 
primary emphasis on promotion of its culture and interests as opposed to those of other 
nations or supranational groups. (URL 1) 

But in this paper the term Banal Nationalism is used, a term defined by Michael Billig in his 

book with the same name. This is used to describe the every day actions people go through, 

usually without thinking of them. As the flag hanging on the flagpole in front of the 

Municipal Building on certain holidays, the streamer fluttering in the wind at the weekend 

cottage, the athlete wrapping the flag around his or her shoulders after winning the gold medal 

at the Olympics or the national anthem played at the stadium before an ice hockey game. All 

these everyday events that somehow uses the symbols connected to the nation that we 

immediately do not connect to the term nationalism (Billig 1995). 
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A term relating nationalism to ethnicity is Ethno-nationalism. This term describes 

nationalism tied to a group’s sense of ethnic belonging. The group expresses it’s belonging, 

exclusivity and their goals of autonomy, often with great fervour turning into violence 

(Niezen 2002: 8). The ethnicity has become an equal to a national claim, a claim for territory 

and a national identification. Ethnicity has become a longing for a place not only in cultural 

narrative but also in physical space. 

Place is not just a geographical location in space but is also a location tied to human 

narrative. Place is any location that can evoke emotions, that can be tied to ritual or social 

behaviour. Places are interconnected, forming landscapes. A landscape that for an outsider is 

just what it looks like but for someone who grew up in that landscape is a complex map of 

interpersonal relations and narratives (Sheldrake 2001: 43-45). 

Humans are born into culture, the values, rituals and social rules inherent in a 

community. Culture is a collection of these values, rituals and social rules that form the 

interaction between the individuals of the community and thus culture is maintained by the 

social interaction of peoples (Hylland Eriksen 2000: 20).  In popular discourse we often speak 

about culture tied to a specific place, a region. We talk about cultural expressions of specific 

regions, folkloristic music from Yugoslavia. But culture is not that much tied to place as it is 

to the people inhabiting that place. Culture has however coloured the perception of that place 

in such a degree we tend to identify culture with that specific geographical landscape. 

Culture is an aspect of human identity just as important as a sense of belonging. Culture, 

rather than tied to a place is tied to community.  But problems arise when a sense of belonging 

has to be created in a community consisting of several groups, a pan-ethnic society. 

Cultural construction is the art of revival and invention. Culture is constructed in the 

same way as ethnicity, by the interaction of individuals and groups with the larger society. 

The creation of culture is about using new and old practices in new forms to build community. 

The use of cultural construction is not only used in the creation of national unity but are 

especially important in the creation of unity within pan-ethnic groups that are often plagued 

by a history filled with animosity and conflict (Nagel 1996:164). If the creation of borders 

answers the question “Who are we?” the creation of culture answers the question “What are 

we?” (Nagel 1996: 162). 

An important part of culture is narrative, the discussions held within a community to 

create a sense of belonging. And as Sheldrake says: 

Narrative is key to our identity. We need stories to live by to make sense of otherwise 
unrelated life events and also to find a sense of dignity (Sheldrake 2001:55) 
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Phillip Sheldrake discusses the use of narrative in creating meaning. Narrative is a key to 

identity. Using history, by him defined not as scientifically verifiable facts but a narrative that 

allows the use of “fiction”, thus history becomes an act of interpretation and thus implies 

commitment, continuity and responsibility (Sheldrake 2001: 55). This rather cryptic argument 

basically means the use of history as a tool to create commitment to a common cause or 

discourse. 

Hylland Eriksen presents similar thoughts when discussing the myth as a tool for 

creating national identification. People create their identities based on their experiences. And 

the political movement that manages to create bounds between human experiences and 

present themselves as their defenders will create such a strong commitment that people will 

take this for granted and commit themselves with body and soul to this movement. (Hylland 

Eriksen 1996: 56) By using strong symbols, memories, myths, a political movement can thus 

create a vehicle for identification with a common idea.  

The “Myth” mentioned above is the narrative, the story, and the hi-story. The use of 

events in the past, mythical or real, is carefully selected to create this vehicle. The past is 

filled with events and only a few find their way into the history books. The events made into 

history are carefully selected to create the past that is presently the norm of the history writing 

society (Hylland Eriksen 1996: 12 pp). Hylland Eriksen uses a quote from Hobshawn that 

perfectly sums up the discussion where Hobshawn says that history is the “raw material” of 

ideology (Hylland Eriksen 1996: 13). History is one of the powerful tools that can be used in 

the creation of unity, a narrative to gather round and create belonging.  

 “History is written by the victor” is a well-known phrase is in some ways the truth. The 

group or individual that come victorious out of a conflict is the group or individual that has 

the power to control the interaction of subordinate groups or individuals and thus create 

discourse. Power is an aspect of a group relation, a part of that relation. Power is in it self not 

sufficient for a relation but has to be part of a relational matrix, a matrix of force relations in a 

given time and place. Power is always exercised with intention using “technologies of 

power”, a term Focault defines as the tools used by a group of power to exercise its power 

relations to other groups in the society. These tools are sometime institutional like the 

Yugoslav schools teaching the discourse of “Unity and Brotherhood”. In essence the power 

structures direct the conduct and discourse of the official discussions in the society (Hubert 

1983). 
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Being Yugoslav? 
In the media the break-up and subsequent civil war was described as an ethnic conflict. This 

view of the war dominated the reports from the war and is still used as “the fact” of this 

conflict. In his book The Myth of Ethnic War Valerè Phillip Gagnon Jr.  refutes the idea of the 

Balkan War as an ethnic conflict. Showing that the groups in conflict were not ethnically 

clear-cut, that the conflicts didn’t start were they should according to an “Ethnic Conflict 

Model”. Regions in Yugoslavia described as “Ethnic Powder Kegs” like Macedonia did not 

fall into a civil war, groups with similar ethnic background fighting each other and so on. 

According to Gagnon the hate was a created hate, fueled from political sources (Gagnon 

2004). 

Other observers claim that the Yugoslav state failed in creating a common source of 

national identification. Political and economic rivalries between the republics fuelled the 

nationalist feelings and after the death of Tito these national feelings got freedom to act out. 

And as Hupchick say in his history of the Balkans, Yugoslavia was the “most artificial nation 

state to emerge from Versailles” (Hupchick 2002: 338). This shows on a view of the Yugoslav 

nation as a non-viable construction, a gathering of groups and territories that could not 

function as a nation, indirectly claiming this as a cause for the break-up. This is also reflected 

in some popular conceptions about the Yugoslav identity after the civil war, that it was a label 

given by outside society and that the Serbs, Slovenes and others were actually never 

Yugoslavs. 

Yugoslavism: The Official Discourse 
After the defeat of the German forces in 1945 by Tito’s partisans, a discursive project took at 

hand to create a national identity encompassing ethnic groups that during the war often stood 

on opposite sides. The state discourse downplayed ethnic differences in favor of a national 

identification. In this discourse the use of symbols became key. The official discourse of 

bratstvo i jedinstvo (Brotherhood and Unity) was presented as the only viable means of 

survival in a hostile world (Bowman 1994: 149).  

After the war Tito’s regime put through a brutal purging of “Nazi Yugoslav 

collaborators” resulting in thousands of deaths and exiling of even more. Members of the 

Croat movement Ustaša were in the state rhetoric presented as “Nazis” thus downplaying the 

ethnic aspects of the conflict.  

 9 
 



The descriptions of Benedict Anderson about the enthusiasm among new nations in 

their nation building policies are mirrored in the experiences of the informants in this study. 

Anderson describes the enthusiasm used in the infusion of the national idea in the citizens 

using mass media, the educational system and state regulations (Anderson 1991: 113). 

Marko describes, in his memories about his schooling just after the war, how his history 

education was limited to descriptions of the war, including offensives and locations where the 

fascists were fought. The knowledge he had about other events he got from outside sources or 

learnt when he got older. This description of the schooling in history is mirrored in the other 

informants. In Sweden the few discussions amongst Yugoslav migrants about history was 

about the Second World War, Tito and partisans. Few discussions were about the time 

between the two world wars or earlier periods. 

Their experiences match perfectly Anderson’s views, the use of schooling in creation of 

a national idea, the imagined community. They were presented with the “myth” or narrative, 

the vehicle with which a commitment to a national idea could be created.   

The discourse of brotherhood and unity required the downplay of ethnic differences, 

which affected the use of cultural symbols. As Dimitrije explained about his grandfather who 

had fought in both the First and Second World War with the Chetniks, and who knew several 

songs that the Communist regime had banned. The Chetnik movement that had fought against 

the partisans during the war was with their Serbian Nationalist discourse a threat against the 

creation of a Yugoslav discourse, free of ethnic claims. 

The history was used by the state in creation of identity closely related to the imagined 

community of Yugoslavia. History was doctored, ethnic differences were downplayed, and 

co-operation and unity was key. 

Denying the ethnic groups within the Yugoslav society their own history and creating a 

common historical narrative denied them one aspect of their ethnicity. The creation of a 

common history denied the groups one of their differentiating factors, their own unique 

histories and myths. 

But it was not only within the school system that the Second World War was used as a 

unifying myth. Dimitrije told about how a filmmaking in former Yugoslavia. Filmmaking was 

as any other cultural activity state controlled. Moviemakers looking for funding for their 

movies had to ask for grants and the requirements for doing a movie, a drama, or a thriller was 
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that in addition they would do a movie about the Second World War2. And as Dimitrije 

commented “there was a lot of movies about the war, and they were all alike”.  

These two examples show two of the “Power Technologies” the Yugoslav state used to 

control the discourse of the people of the nation of Yugoslavia. Both the school system and 

the movie industry were used to create a historical myth of the Second World War that was 

used as a symbol of unification. The war was presented as a war between Us and the Outsider 

and not the Civil War with outside meddling it was in all intents and purposes. This created a 

narrative that all people could unite around. However this “rewritten” history had it flaws, as 

the generation that experienced the war could neither forgive nor forget. But the generation 

born after the war easily could accept the concept of a united Yugoslav identity (Bringa 1995:  

3, 23). 

Negotiating Yugoslavism in the Diaspora 

Because “place” has a determining influence on the way people behave, think, or organize 
their lives and relationships, few other cultural categories express its world picture so 
clearly. Physical places are vital sources of metaphors for social constructions of reality. 
(Sheldrake 2001: 45) 

In our never-ending quest to create ourselves a social identity in relation to people around us 

the relation of Me to Place is according to Sheldrake, fundamental. The relation of an 

individual in a situation of Diaspora to a place of origin, an imagined community becomes 

important. This gives the individual a tool to relate herself in a social context to other 

individuals, to create an Us often in contrast to a Them.  

And the sense of belonging to a locality invokes a sense of loyalty to that particular 

locality. A loyalty expressed through narrative, spoken and written, narratives of origin or 

focality of ideas and myths. Belonging may also be seen as ways of remembering and through 

that create a collective memory of place (Lovell 1998: 1): Belonging to a place thus creates a 

need to keep this relation alive, a need to keep it alive both in memory and in real space. It 

becomes a need to keep all aspects of this relation alive, language, customs and rituals. 

Creation of boundaries in Diaspora 
In the mid 60’s the Yugoslav regime eased the restrictions on migration from 

Yugoslavia. It is at this time that the informants decided to come to Sweden in search for jobs. 

                                                           
2 I have searched for a reference to support or contradict this claim but have not found any other than the 
informant’s claims. 
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Marko describes how he came to Sweden, to Stockholm Central Station with 100 

Swedish kronor in his pocket with the intention of staying for only a few years to earn some 

money, maybe buy a car and then return home to Yugoslavia. Borisav describes a similar 

intention, how he arrived in Sweden around midnight, had some dinner, went to sleep and at 7 

in the morning he started to work. Both describe how they never got any kind of language 

education, without knowing a word of Swedish they were put at work. The Swedish language 

they slowly learned by listening and trying to read Swedish newspapers and magazines. 

According to them they were seen as a temporary workforce. When the jobs they had for the 

moment ended they were expected to return to Yugoslavia. This was an official view shared 

between the Yugoslav and Swedish society.  

In this description of their arrival to Sweden two main points can bee seen, at first the 

language barrier that was upheld between the Yugoslavian migrant and the Swedish society 

and secondly the knowledge amongst them that the official standpoint was that they were not 

seen as permanent residents in Sweden. This combined with the fact that they both had the 

intention of returning to Yugoslavia within a few years, created a source for uprootedness. But 

at the question whether they felt like they were outside the society Borisav answered that 

since the intention was all the time to return there was no interest to learn about the Swedish 

society, there were no need to feel accepted by the society. It was in a sense a self-imposed 

alienation. 

This alienation is a delimitation between the individual and an experienced Other, the 

Swedish society they feel they are not taking part of. A creation of a dichotomy between Us 

and Them they use as a basis for identification. 

Borisav and Marko both describe how they started to meet with other people of 

Yugoslavian origin almost from the first day of arrival. They started to meet on weekends, 

play football, meet at café’s, at someone’s home. To talk, to socialise or as they said: “to meet 

somewhere where they could talk their own language”. 

Here we see the importance they give to the common language as a symbol for 

belonging. Language is an important aspect in the creation and upholding of culture and 

identity. 

Language is an essential part of human identity. Language, and communication through 
language is the most important means of passing on cultural worldviews to the next 
generation. But language and communication is also essential in all the components of 
culture. They are used to express and form ideologies, rules of society, values, and to 
organise. (Hedencrona 2003: 19, my translation) 
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Language is the most important tool people have in keeping culture and through that their 

cultural identities alive in a new setting. Coming to a new place, where values, worldviews 

and ideologies differ, meeting and through a common language communicate becomes a 

means to keep the culture alive in new surroundings. And through that keeping an ethnic or 

national identity alive. 

But the decision to migrate was sometimes accidental. As Dimitrije describes when his 

father came to Sweden on vacation, was offered a job and sent for his family. Dimitrije 

describes how they came to a small town in southern Sweden where his parents started to 

work and he himself started school. He quite easily integrated in the small town, finding 

friends among the Swedish children his own age, said he never felt outside the society when 

he came. The boundaries created by Borisav and Marko never appeared in his mind. The 

border created by a sense of alienation did not appear in his case. But still he defined himself 

as a Yugoslav, showing that the identity in his case did not appear as an effect of alienation, 

rather from his own selection of available social markers.  

When he after a few years moved to a larger town, he said that he for the first time came 

in contact with groups that clearly had drawn boundaries between their Swedish identities and 

ethnic and national identities of other groups. These “Raggare”3 incited fights with non-

Swedish groups, used derogatory terms like “Svartskalle” (a similar term in English could be 

“greaseball”) about Yugoslavs and other non-Swedish groups thus drawing clear boundaries 

between themselves and the non-Swedish groups. 

The formation of a transnational community 
When they started to realise they would not return to Yugoslavia in a foreseeable future, they 

had their families here, children had started school, the idea of a formalised association for the 

Yugoslav immigrants started to take form. And so in 1974 the Yugoslavian Association was 

formed and started its activity in their Swedish hometown. From start the preservation of the 

language, culture and music was key in their operation. They had a folk dance group, a band 

playing Yugoslav music, all to preserve a sense of belonging in a Yugoslav culture.  

With the formation of the Yugoslav Association, associated with a national association 

(Jugoslaviska Riksförbundet) official contacts were made with the home country. From 

official Yugoslav source this gave another way to create a source for national identification. 

                                                           
3 Usually a male member of youth group, raggarggäng, a movement that developed during the 1950’s. The 
interest for American cars and working with them were prominent. They clearly marked boundaries towards the 
society in their clothing and music. They were inspired by media figures like James Dean in “Rebel without a 
Cause” and Elvis Presley.  In Great Britain they were known as “Teddy Boys”.  (Nationalencyclopedin, My 
translation)  
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With this contact an availability of cultural and national “symbols” were made available for 

the group. Authors were sent here to present their work, musicians were sent to play Yugoslav 

music, folk-dancers to dance “traditional” Yugoslav dances.  

But the exchange of culture did not end with music, dancing and literature. The embassy 

sent newspapers to the associations around Sweden. Yugoslav foodstuff not available in 

Sweden was imported. 

When asked what he felt when he saw the dance groups and musicians coming from 

Yugoslavia Borisav answered: 

I felt some kind of patriotism; felt that I belong to this nation, to Yugoslavia. Then you 
became happy they remembered us back there. 

This short statement shows the effect the visits had on them. Their national identity got 

strengthened, they felt that the “old homeland” still accepted them as treated them as equals 

and full members of their national community. 

Even if the costumes worn by the folk-dancers were of ethnic origin this was not seen as 

delimitation between the groups. When asked if he saw the differences between the regional 

costumes as symbols of difference, Marko answered by comparing the differences with the 

costumes used in Sweden, using Sweden as a metaphor for a country where a possible 

differences that could be used for ethnification were insignificant.  

For ethnic groups to maintain their boundaries, differences have to be kept “significant”. 

These differences are not always objectively significant but made so by the interaction 

between the groups (Barth 1969:15 pp).  In the discussions about belonging the ethnic 

belonging was made insignificant. People said they were Serbs or Macedonians, according to 

Borisav, but those differences were not made significant in the discussions. Marko and 

Dimitrije, who both claim that people sometimes in discussions presented them as Slovenians 

or Serbs, say the same but they were still Yugoslavs. The ethnic identity was downplayed in 

this social context in relation to a national identity that encompassed the whole group. 

The transnational nature of the Yugoslav community expressed itself also in reoccurring 

visits to the old country. Every year, with exception of the war years the informants made a 

visit to Yugoslavia. 

Borisav told me how they travelled to Yugoslavia each summer, worked all year and 

then left to Yugoslavia and stayed for 4 to 5 weeks. The first years they flew to Yugoslavia 

but when he managed to save some money, they bought a car. When he passed the border 

between Austria and Slovenia he was “home”, “It didn’t matter that you had 50 [Swedish] mil 
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to Bosnia, you were home”. Marko described a similar experience. He said he travelled by car 

through Austria and when he passed the border he “…cried with joy, I was still not home but I 

was in my homeland, it didn’t matter from what direction I entered”.   

Dimitrije came to Sweden as a child in contrast to Borisav and Marko. When asked 

what Yugoslavia meant to him he said, “It is Belgrade and the coast […] But Yugoslavia is 

home for me”. This shows on a slight difference in the notion of Yugoslavia. For Borisav and 

Marko, who came to Sweden as adults Yugoslavia was clearly home. He continued to tell 

how he started to look for music: 

I travelled in through Hungary to Vojvodina, and there I felt it, “Damn!” You looked up a 
radio station that played music and thought ”Yes, Yugoslavia!” 

The informants all tell about sentiments of joy and happiness as they arrived in Yugoslavia, a 

feeling of coming back to a place where they “really” belonged. Thus showing a feeling of 

attachment to this distant place. A place they could visit during a few weeks a year but to 

which they felt connected during the remaining weeks and months of the year from a distance. 

When asked about what Yugoslavia meant to them they clearly described Yugoslavia 

with metaphors like “home” and “homeland”. For Dimitrije Yugoslavia was clearly identified 

with summer, but the concepts of home and homeland also existed with him. Both Marko and 

Borisav grew up in Yugoslavia, for them Yugoslavia had a distinct physical presence during 

their growth into adulthood. For Dimitrije this physical presence of the place was removed at 

the age of eleven. He had to start to relate to Yugoslavia from a distance, submitted to 

narratives, yearly trips, memories told by Yugoslav friends and relatives.  

The knowledge of the significance of places comes from moving through them, to 

create our own relations to these places. By moving around in them we can create our own 

relations to those particular places. We create our own mapping of the place. The mediated 

relation, the relation we create through narratives and short trips will never be the same. We 

are trying to read a map, made by someone else. We are trying to understand the relations to a 

place by copying from someone else (Ingold 2004: 227). 

Borisav and Marko had both grown up in Yugoslavia; they had by their own created a 

map of the places and their roles in their social lives. They could move around in the 

landscape that was Yugoslavia and convey their thoughts to others and understand what they 

meant. Dimitrije had been removed from that place when he was still young. From the age of 

eleven he had to start to create a relation to the places in Yugoslavia by narratives and short 

visits during the summer. Parents, relatives and friends with knowledge of the social life and 
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places of Yugoslavia tried to create a “map” of this and convey it to him. But narratives can 

never describe the intricacies of place, of the complex relations between humans and place. 

Thus the image he got of Yugoslavia became different than of those who grew up in 

Yugoslavia. Like the image the second generation, born here in Sweden has according to the 

informants, Yugoslavia as a place “Where you go for your vacation.”. The relations they have 

created to places are located in their new “homeland” Sweden. 

Borisav, Marko and Dimitrije clearly identified Yugoslavia with metaphors like Home 

and Homeland. The concept of home is not straightforward. It is linked to concepts of identity, 

memories and place. Home is in constant re-negotiation, in constant flux. As memories of 

place shift, home is re-made. This belonging to a place is part of our identity in combination 

to our belonging to a group. When we introduce ourselves to new acquaintances we introduce 

our belonging, not only to a group but also to a locality.  

The informants often took up the fact that when they introduced themselves they used a 

locality, “I’m from Belgrade” or “I’m from Slovenia”. The locality gave the people a frame of 

reference to place the individual “on the map” and thus created a social context they could use 

when relating to that said individual. This placement of the individual on the map could be 

argued to give a possibility for ethnification of the individual. But as the informants said 

repeatedly, since the ethnic differences were of no significance at that time, it was only a way 

to locate the individual in space.  

The trips to the old homeland served a further purpose, they strengthened their identity 

as Yugoslavs. As Dimitrije said he felt more Yugoslav returning from his vacation than he 

was before leaving, but also in contrast to the ones left behind. 

MY QUESTION: Did you feel more “Yugoslav”?  

DIMITRIJE: Not more than anyone else but definitely more than those down there. All we 
here in Sweden are more Yugoslavian than those in Serbia. I don’t know anything about 
Croats. 

MY QUESTION: More than those in former Yugoslavia? 

DIMITRIJE: Yes, we are Yugoslavian Nationalists [laughs] 

MY QUESTION: The phrase “never as Swedish as abroad” could be fitted to you? 

DIMITRIJE: Yes, that is true. That’s definitely true! 
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This dialogue shows how they experienced their sense of being Yugoslav in contrast to the 

people left in Yugoslavia. Marko and Borisav presented the view of the sense of Yugoslav 

identity in contrast with the people living in Yugoslavia. They saw themselves as more 

devoted to the idea of a Yugoslav identity. At the same time it shows how they as a part of a 

transnational community cultivated a loyalty to the national space different from the loyalty in 

the home country. 

Another example of this is when Dimitrije travelled to Yugoslavia to watch a football 

game the Yugoslav national team played during the qualification rounds to the World 

Championships. For him and his friend who he travelled with it was natural to do this trip to 

see the national team at place in Yugoslavia playing this important game. But the reaction 

from people in Yugoslavia was “Why travel all the way from Sweden for just a football 

game?”. The devotion to this symbol of Yugoslavia, the Yugoslav national football team, was 

that important they could motivate the time and expenses to travel all the way to Yugoslavia 

to watch this game. Time and expenses the people at place in Yugoslavia could not motivate 

as clearly. 

This difference in the view of the home country between the migrant and the people 

who decided to stay behind is also expressed by Dimitrije as he said “I live here, but 

Yugoslavia is over there”, with that he wanted to express that his views of the country would 

never become the same as for the people left behind.  

Another interesting aspect of their claim of a Yugoslav identity comes forward in their 

thoughts about the reasons for the break-up of Yugoslavia. The reasons described by the 

informants for the break-up of Yugoslavia were not that much the justification of Yugoslavia 

as a nation-state but more the meddling of outside forces. Forces like the separatist Ustaša 

movement abroad, the inability or unwillingness of the western countries to help a nation in 

the grips of an economic crisis. But at the same time, as Dimitrije said, “Somehow we always 

knew that Yugoslavia would break-up after the death of Tito”. What to them came, as a 

surprise was the decision by Slovenia and Bosnia to leave the federation and form separate 

independent nations.  

Here reasoning among the informants can be seen about the validity of the Yugoslavian 

nation. The break-up was not caused by the invalidity of Yugoslavia as an imagined 

community. There were ethnic differences; different languages within this community but 

these differences were not significant in their eyes. This made the identification with the 

nation valid in their eyes; a Yugoslavian identity was in no way flawed. But still a difference 

in the vision of the nation can be seen between the Serbs and Croats.  
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This also exposes a divided view of “the Croat”. On the other hand the Croat is the 

“Ustaša member” and on the other hand he is the “Yugoslav”. In this division the Ustaša 

movement holds an important role. All three informants took up Ustaša in their narratives 

often without an aimed question. Marko described how Ustaša during the Second World War 

killed or exiled 700 000 Serbs, described them in terms of fascists and nazi collaborators. But 

they also existed in the context of the break-up of Yugoslavia. Now as a force external to 

Yugoslavia, extremists in exile trying to enforce their discourse upon the people of 

Yugoslavia, trying to divide the home country. And as Dimitrije said, “Ustaša was the 

enemy”, a clear dichotomization of this group. However this grouping was not made equal to 

Croats in general. There were Croats who were seen like fellow Yugoslavs, individuals who 

were not seen as the Other. Dimitrije told about a couple of Croats who came regularly to the 

Yugoslav association’s premises to mingle. Socialising with others not caring about 

differences in ethnic backgrounds and historical pasts. 

Sam Pryke describes an interesting parallel about second generation Serbs in Great 

Britain. As one informant told him “Not all Croats were Ustaša but all Ustaša were Croats” 

(Pryke 2003: 162). The events taking place in Yugoslavia during the Second World War was 

used by the first generation refugees to create an identity based on animosity between their 

Serbian identities and the imagined Croat. This led to a clash between their image of the 

relation between the Serbian community and the Croatian and the reality of relations in 

Yugoslavia before the civil war. The clash between their look what it meant to be a Serb did 

not match what it meant at place in Yugoslavia. As one of the informants in Pryke’s study 

said “They had moved on”.  

There are similarities and differences between the informants in Pryke’s study and the 

informants in mine. The “Croat” in general was not demonised in the same extent but the 

animosity to Ustaša was still there. Ustaša was the enemy, the threat against their image of 

Yugoslavia as a viable nation. They represented the other that threatened their image of what 

it meant to be Yugoslav, while the Croat in general was not seen as this.  

Dimitrije however described an experience from a visit in Croatia. He stopped over in a 

small town, went inside a shop to make a phone call and said he experienced how he was 

badly treated by the Croats working in the shop because of his Serbian ethnicity.  

This forced him to redefine what it meant to be Yugoslav. If they refused to treat him as 

an equal then what is he? His view of what it meant to be Yugoslav was refuted by their 

treatment and he was forced to redefine himself as Yugoslav. 
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The act of classifying the group Ustaša depersonalises the individuals of the group. The 

individual becomes an impersonal representative of the group. The differences become more 

important than the similarities (Levine 1999: 169). 

Becoming Serb? 
To the question why he became active within the Yugoslav association Dimitrije answered by 

changing the question to “When did I realise I was something more than Yugoslav?” because 

as he said “I was born Yugoslav and raised a Yugoslav”. He never had a reason to question 

his Yugoslav identity. The identity worked in this social space.  

He told about when he in his early twenties in his work made the acquaintance of a 

Yugoslav from Croatia. At first the different ethnic background was insignificant in his 

relation to him. But when he one day as invited to his home and saw the Croatian flag on a 

table, he realised there was something more to their relation. The Croatian man was active in 

the Croatian nationalist movement in Sweden and thus Dimitrije was introduced to a new way 

of seeing at the relations between the ethnic groups in Yugoslavia. He had before this never 

thought of the differences between the ethnic groups as significant. Suddenly he was thrown 

in to a dichotomy with this Croat and was forced to ask himself the question: “If he is a Croat, 

then what am I?”. This resulted in a search in his personal history and relations for answers. 

On his vacations to Yugoslavia he started to search in the history of Yugoslavia for answers, 

he borrowed books, all to find an answer to this question. Suddenly the stories and songs his 

grandfather, a former member of the Chetnik movement during the Second World War started 

to make sense, narratives with a close connection to a Serbian ethnic identity. He discovered 

the Serbian map, the Serbian religious symbols. 

The ethnic differences were made significant in this relation and Dimitrije had to take a 

point in this. The Croatian man had drawn a boundary between them and Dimitrije had to 

make a sense of this boundary from his side. The creation of ethnicity is a dialectic process, 

affected by external and internal processes and opinions. Ethnification is a process where the 

individual has to take in the opinions of people around her regarding her ethnic identity. Both 

the group and the opinions of outside agents thus create identity (Nagel 1994:154). But 

ethnification is not a simple process. After describing this event Dimitrije emphasised 

strongly: “But I was still a Yugoslav.”. 

The new Serbian identity did not simply replace his national Yugoslavian identity; it 

became an alternate identity to use in situations where the social context thus required. 
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This also shows how he had a need to put himself back into a historical context. The 

historical narrative he had been raised with, downplaying the ethnic differences no longer fit 

the worldview he had to recreate. 

After the death of Tito an ethnic discourse found its way into the official media in 

Serbia and Croatia. Politicians like Milosevic and Tudjman started to use symbols and 

narratives from Serbian and Croatian past in their ascension to power. In Serbia past 

antagonism with Albania was used to change from a Yugoslavian to a Serbian focus of 

identity. (Bowman 1994: 153) 

In Croatia a similar ethnically coloured discourse found its way into the daily 

discussions. The perceived threat of the nationalist movement in Serbia was used partly as an 

excuse to separate Croatia from the Yugoslav federation. The image of Croatia having to bear 

the punishment of what Ustaša did during the war was nourished and the claims of genocide 

by the Communist regime were told to be “overly exaggerated”. (Bowman 1994: 153-154). 

In Sweden the ethnicity became a part of daily discussions at the beginning of the civil 

war. Suddenly people had to redefine themselves to fit in. Suddenly people outside started to 

question their Yugoslav identities. They started to get questions about what they were if there 

was no Yugoslavia any more. Just as Dimitrije earlier they now had to start using an ethnic 

marker they earlier deemed insignificant in their social spaces.  

Borisav’s answer to the question “Where do you come from?” shows the ambiguity of 

his belonging, as he would answer, “I come from Yugoslavia” and as he continues: 

…and then comes the follow-up question ”Are you Serb or Croat or…” [laughs]. I am a 
Serb, should I conceal my identity because… what Karadzic, Milosevich, Mladic have 
done is not my fault. 

This shows an ambiguity based on an experienced stigmatisation of the Serbian identity. A 

feeling the Serbian identity has been smeared I the eyes of the surrounding society. 

Borisav presents an example of this bias against the Serbs with an example. As a 

relative to him came to visit during the civil war in 1992, Borisav contacted a local newspaper 

so they could get his experiences of how it was to be a Serb caught in the Civil War. When he 

approached the journalist he was met by comments like: “Damn Serbian fascist!”. Borisav’s 

commented on that with: “You call me fascist when my father fought the fascists?” and “he is 

himself a Jew [Laughs]… this makes me angry”. This feeling of an unjust treatment by the 

media and the society in general also comes up later in his narrative: 

They have listened to us to but not in the same way. “You know Serbs, Oh it was you who 
started the war. It is you who have killed so many innocent people”. It is not my fault, I 
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came 35 years ago. What do I have to do with the war? And then I got a lot of letters and 
phone calls from Swedes, and other nationalities. “Damn Serb” and “Go back to Serbia 
and fight!” and things like that. 

 This view of the unfair treatment by the media and the society in general recurs in the 

narratives of Marko and Dimitrije. As an example of the unfair treatment the Serbs got by the 

media Dimitrije told about an incident in Sarajevo. A bomb kills a group of people queuing 

for bread outside a bakery. The headlines in the Swedish local newspaper are “The Serbs blow 

up bread-queue”. A week later the UN reports that the Serbs were innocent to this bombing. 

But as Dimitrije told the denial was written on “two damn rows” hidden inside the newspaper.  

But the distrust of the media was not only aimed at the media in Sweden, the distrust of 

the media in Serbia was just as big. Dimitrije told about getting a fair image of the events in 

Balkan. He couldn’t trust the images he got through satellite television from Balkan. It was 

according to him: “…also distorted, probably to give me the right nationalist feelings.”.  

One part of this change was the change of name for the Yugoslav Association to The 

Serbian Association. As new migrants came from former Yugoslavia to the city, mostly 

refugees from the war, the discussions started about the name of the association. The 

Yugoslav community was from start dominated by Serbs, even if some of the most active 

members of the association were of other ethnic backgrounds, as Macedonians and Croats.  

As Borisav tells the issue came up when the refugees started to question the name, 

“There is no Yugoslavia any more, why still call it Yugoslavian Association?” and “We 

fought to keep Yugoslavia intact but we lost, why keep fighting if it no longer exists?”. At an 

annual meeting the issue came up and the decision was taken to change the name. But the 

interesting thing is the fact that the ones who came as refugees during the civil war were the 

one who pressured the change. They had come to terms with Yugoslavia. They had on place 

experienced the collapse of the imagined community of Yugoslavia. They had accepted that 

this source of identification no longer existed. For the informants the image of Yugoslavia had 

for long been detached from the real place. The image they nurtured was replenished during 

their yearly trips to the homeland, by imagery they got through media, through visits by 

cultural symbols like dance groups and musicians. 

Today the Serbian identity is no longer as stigmatised as during and close to the war. As 

Borisav tells earlier being a Serb was stigmatising but today there is not that much in 

newspapers and TV so people have started to accept.  

But the image of what it means to be a Serb differs. According to Dimitrjie being a Serb 

is to come from Serbia. He can’t relate to Serbs from Bosnia or Croatia. The experienced 

 21 
 



differences are according to him too big. For him the Serbian identity is clearly related to the 

Serbian nation of today. The ethnic aspect of Serb is not that important. 

He told about how they tried to start an All-Serbian Association that would organise all 

ethnic Serbs in the region as an alternative to the Yugoslav Association. It would according to 

him be the same people attending the two associations but with different agendas. But as he 

told soon Serb nationalists started to appear on the meetings, using Serbian nationalist 

rhetoric. Rhetoric that Dimitrije could not relate to as he said “Fun you are Serbs but leave the 

weapons home for the hell of it!”. This also shows the image he has of being a Serb; it is 

clearly identification with the country. 

As an contrast to his view is the “All-Serbian National Association”, an association 

organising all ethnic Serbs in Sweden, irrespective of place of origin, whether from Bosnia or 

Croatia or Serbia etc. This organisation sees the concept of Serbianism as an ethnic marker. 

Being Serb means to belong to the community of ethnic Serbs no matter place of origin. 

As an opposition to this comes the “Serbian National Association” that organises Serbs 

coming from Serbia as of today. A national identification. 

Marko still claims Yugoslavia as place of origin but he has also claimed a Serbian 

identity. If he gets the question where he is from her would at first answer “Yugoslavia” but 

quickly change it to “Serbia”. 

MARKO: Because it is still there and I think many of us still think of themselves that way 
“I came from Yugoslavia”, I did, it was Yugoslavia I came from then. 

MY QUESTION: Does it feel strange to call yourself Serb? 

MARKO: No, I am a real Serb, I can never become Swedish. If I called myself Yugoslav 
nowadays people would not like it and why would I call myself Yugoslav when no one 
else does? 

He has claimed a Serbian identity but the Yugoslav identity still remains with him. The 

Yugoslav identity is, as he sees it no longer viable in the society he lives in, among the people 

he interacts with. This is also an aspect of the Serbian identity that is reoccurring with the 

others. Yugoslavia is still used as a frame of reference, used to relate them towards a place of 

origin. Yugoslavia has changed from a place to Utopia. 

Turning place to utopia 

Utopias are sites with no real place. They are sites that have a general relation of direct or 
inverted analogy with the real space of Society. They present society itself in a perfected 
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form, or else society turned upside down, but in any case these utopias are fundamentally 
unreal spaces. (Foucault 1986: 24) 

This quote from Focault presents the idea of the place that in the mind of the individual and/or 

the community lost its place in the real world. It presents a place in their mind that reflects an 

often idealised version of an imagined place they have a relation to.  

The idealised place has been created from memories, where disturbing or complex 

images have been left out. The utopia becomes a place remembered but not always attached to 

the real place it in some cases originated from. 

The concept of Yugoslavia today shows signs of fulfilling Foucault’s definition of a 

place turned to a utopia. Yugoslavia is described in terms of “memories of a nice time”, 

“something nice”. 

 Borisav describes Yugoslavia as a memory of a “light epoch”. He describes Yugoslavia 

as a place where people lived happier. The description of a happier time when Yugoslavia was 

united is recurring in the narratives of the other informants but it is also interwoven with some 

bitterness with the break-up.  

At the same time as Borisav says if someone asks him “Where do you come from?” he 

still answers, “I come from former Yugoslavia”.  

Marko presents similar thoughts: 

There is no Yugoslavia any more, but as we say that many people feel sad about it […] 
but you are not used to it and you have had the word ”Yugoslavia” for so long in your 
mouth, in your head it is hard to let go. But when I ask if someone is going to 
”Yugoslavia” I mean, ”Go to Serbia” 

This gives another aspect of the new concept of Yugoslavia; the place has been such an 

important part of their identity for so long they have a hard time to let go. Instead of just 

relocating their point of reference, they redefine the place from a place located in physical 

space to a place in unreal space. At one level they have accepted the loss of location but they 

still cling to a memory of that same space.  

Marko continues by making an example from the world of sports. “Today we have 

Macedonian, Serbian, Slovenian, Bosnian football teams, and all of them are doing good” and 

according to him he still feels they are a part of him and then he ends “What strength if they 

were still together, but…”. He still identifies with the teams from these former republics of 

the Yugoslavian federation but on another level he has accepted they no longer represent 

Yugoslavia. 
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Dimitrije describes Yugoslavia as something “that was during a time”.  For him 

Yugoslavia is “nostalgia” and it is still “Belgrade and the coast” just as it was before the 

break-up, even if nowadays travels to the coast in Montenegro instead of Croatia. He 

continues to tell how they still use Yugoslavia as a frame of reference as they talk and as he 

say “It is not just a reference it is still there somehow.”. But as he comments “We don’t say 

Yugoslavia anymore, we say Yugo”. Earlier they asked questions like “Are you going to 

Yugoslavia this summer?” but today the question is “Are you going to Yugo this summer?”. 

His own explanation for this is that shortened name is used since the image of the country has 

become “smaller”. But at the same time he claims his image of Yugoslavia is the same as 

before, it is still Belgrade and the coast.  

I travel in through Hungary and as soon as I passed the border I turn on the radio. I look 
for Yugo stations and Yugo music. It is not Serbian music it is Yugo music. 

The new term for his place of origin, Yugo is not the same as Yugoslavia Dimitrije says. As 

he hears the word “Yugoslavia” he sees the whole map in front of him, former Yugoslavia, 

but that doesn’t happen for Serbia or Yugo. He can still draw the map of Yugoslavia but he 

can’t draw the map of Serbia.  

Yugoslavia certainly still exists in their minds frame of reference. It has changed and it 

could be argued split into two parts. One representing the memories of the lost homeland, the 

other the term they use in everyday discussions out of sheer habit.  Yugoslavia is the nation 

they came from, it is something they remember with happiness, a period of their lives they see 

as something cherished.  

An example of the how Yugoslavia is presented in the everyday discussions of what 

was comes from Borisav: 

BORISAV: When we talk about Yugoslavia is about the fun, we talk about summer, 
longing for the old. There are no antagonism just good memories of Yugoslavia. What 
happened happened. If they just could have handled it smoother. 

MY QUESTION: It was about happy memories? 

BORISAV: Yes exactly, happy memories, some say it was very good then. It was their 
fault, we could not vote here. There lived at least a million Yugoslavs abroad and if we 
could have voted they would have voted for a united Yugoslavia. Now each republic 
voted, but if the vote had been all over Yugoslavia at the same time the result would have 
been different. But otherwise it is just happy memories. 
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This quote shows how Borisav saw the discussions about Yugoslavia. It was about the happy 

memories, but still a resentment about what happened to Yugoslavia shows through. An 

explanation of why it went wrong. If the devoted Yugoslavs had had a word to say in the 

political discussions in the homeland, Yugoslavia would still be there.  

These memories of the happier times stands in contrast with narratives they all give at 

other places in the interview. The memories of a happier time have to be put in contrast not 

only with the resentment of what went wrong, it is also put in contrast with memories of 

oppression and a dictatorial regime. Borisav tells about an incident during a trip to Yugoslavia 

before the collapse, in the 70’s. The police stopped him since he was having a Yugoslav 

passport and a Swedish car. He was asked questions about Ustaša and Ustaša members. 

Marko of how he got mistreated by his employers because he didn’t want to join the party.  

The stories about the political oppressions, suspicion against the media in Yugoslavia, 

about personal experiences of mistreatment occurs in the narratives of all three informants. 

Distrust of the stories told in newspapers they got from home.  

They still cling to a memory of the Yugoslav nation as something positive. They have 

chosen to downplay these memories in favour of the positive image of the home. They have 

detached the Yugoslav location from their memories of oppression and persecution and 

created an idealised place. But at the same time the concept of Yugoslavia is twofold. At one 

hand it is a concept that has been in their minds for so long they have a hard time to leave it 

behind. They still use it in everyday communication within the group to refer to a place in 

physical space but with that concept they actually refer to a new place, a place that still 

haven’t found its way into their language. When they say Yugoslavia they actually mean 

Serbia. At the other hand it is a reference to a memory of a place that was. A place purged 

from bad memories, where the positive memories are enhanced and put in the forefront. A 

society presented in a perfected form. 

Remembered places are often strong symbols in social constructions among migrants, 

the remembered homeland becomes a strong symbol of unification. The memory of a lost 

place becomes important just as it is important for an individual to remember his or her own 

history. In the group the memory is kept alive by narrative. Just as the informants say, they 

discuss their memories of Yugoslavia with each other, keeping it alive. It becomes a 

verification of a common history within the group and thus a unifying factor. They remember 

a common history thus they have something in common to gather around. 
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Summary 
When Borisav and Marko came to Sweden in the mid 60’s they never had the intention to 

stay. They intended to stay here for a few years, earn some money and return to Yugoslavia to 

start over. Both the Yugoslavian and Swedish authorities shared this view; they were seen as a 

temporary workforce who would return back to Yugoslavia when the work was over.  

They never received any language training, thus creating a language border between 

them and the Swedish society.  

These barriers were the beginning of the creation of a transnational community in 

Sweden. The need to keep a sense of belonging to a Yugoslavian nation bot culturally and as a 

source for identification was strong.  

During these years their Serbian identity never surfaced as a primary identity. They 

were as Dimitrije said “Born Yugoslavs, brought up Yugoslavs”. They were within the 

community aware of each other’s place of origin, whether they were Slovenians, 

Macedonians, Serbs but these markers where used solely to place the individual “on the map”.  

Different ethnic background were not yet made significant within the daily discussions. One 

exception existed however, the Ustaša.  

All three informants took up this organisation in a way that clearly showed the 

importance of this organisation as a dichotomy in the maintenance of a Serbian identity. The 

Ustaša was both a reference to their history as Serbs but also it was presented as a threat to 

their identity as Yugoslavs. An organisation with an ethno-nationalist agenda questioning 

their image of what it meant to be Yugoslav.  

They were in all intents and purposes Yugoslavs, only claiming a Serbian identity in 

contrast to Ustaša and not always then either. And as Dimitrije’s example with the meeting 

with the Croatian nationalist shows the Yugoslavian and Serbian identities were not exclusive. 

These existed both as viable identifications, possible to choose based on social context. They 

could be both Serbs and Yugoslavs.  

With the break-up of Yugoslavia the image of Yugoslavia changed. Yugoslavia no 

longer existed in the physical world, even if the image they had of Yugoslavia even before the 

break-up already differed from those who were left behind. Yugoslavia was turned to a 

historical reference, even if one informant claimed, “Yugoslavia still exists, in a way”. The 

image of Yugoslavia was that of  “nice memories”. Downplaying the bad sides like political 

oppression and persecution in favour of the positive images. Yugoslavia became a symbol the 

first wave of immigrants could gather round, the immigrants who came to Sweden during the 
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60’s and 70’s. The place “Yugoslavia” has in many ways been turned into Foucault’s Utopian 

place. A place not in physical space but in the mind, a place presented in a perfected shape.  

But Yugoslavia is a term used for so long they have a hard time letting it go. They still 

ask questions like “Are you going to Yugoslavia this summer?”, meaning “Are you going to 

Serbia this summer”. In some cases the name has been shortened to Yugo, which as Dimitrije 

claims may be caused by the image of their origin has shrunk.  

They have all claimed a Serbian identity as their primary identity even if they feel this 

identity has been stigmatised by media. A one-sided reporting from the war made it hard to 

present themselves as Serbs in the Swedish society. This with a mistrust of the media reports 

coming from former Yugoslavia made it hard for them to create a viable Serbian identity. 

What did it mean to be Serb, was it a community encompassing all ethnic Serbs or the Serbs 

living within the nation of Serbia? The existence of two national organisations, organising 

within both these principles each shows the complexity of a Serbian identity. 

The question in the purpose chapter of this paper was “Can you call yourself Yugoslav, 

when the nation of Yugoslavia no longer exists?”. The answer to the question has to be “yes, 

but…”. The nation of Yugoslavia no longer exists in physical space; it exits as a frame of 

reference for those who came to Sweden in the 60’s and 70’s. It has become a Utopian place, 

a place to give the individual a historical background. But as Borisav said to me on the way 

out from our meeting as we discussed on the parking lot: “We are probably the last generation 

of Yugoslavs”. 
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