
 

 

The article challenges the common view of the Yugoslav space as an area producing rather 

than receiving refugees by providing an overview of the main historiographic works dealing 

with refugees within and into the territories of the former Yugoslavia. It identifies two main 

conceptual foci that revolve around the understanding of refugees as either “national” or 

“international.” In the case of “national refugees,” scholars have frequently stressed the ex-

istence of supposedly pre-existing ethnic ties between the refugees and the territories where 

they found refuge, but the scholarship also explores the entanglement of diverse population 

movements—both compulsory and voluntary—in the multinational areas that experienced 

a process of unmixing of peoples since the second half of the nineteenth century. On the 

contrary, historiography on “international refugees” displays a more prominent interest in 

the management of refugees by both state and non-state actors, including their spatial distri-

bution. Furthermore, these scholars have addressed the relationship between the refugee 

flows from abroad and the country’s geopolitical constellation, demonstrating how foreign 

policy shapes the reception of refugees, but also how refugee influx reframes international 

allegiances. While the so-called “Balkan route” has put the region in the international 

spotlight as an important avenue of transit, an overview of historical thinking related to refu-

gees into and within the former Yugoslavia provides tools to reflect upon the way people on 

the move have been and are conceptualized. 
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Given the number of persons displaced in the 1990s by the wars in Yugoslavia, 

scholars have tended in recent decades to regard its territory as a space that has 

produced refugees to an extent unseen in Europe since World War II. This 

perspective is reinforced by the extensive literature on structural patterns of 

socio-economically and politically motivated out-migration that have occurred 

throughout the region’s modern history.1 Examining the entirety of the twen-

tieth century, however, reveals that Yugoslavia has been a crossroads of diverse 

migration trajectories, including internal displacement of peoples as well as in-

fluxes of refugees from abroad.  

This article analyzes the historiography of refugee flows within and into 

Yugoslavia and weaves a number of conceptual threads together in the thinking 

about the Yugoslav space as a refuge. It will systematically analyze the frag-

mentary and uneven historical research on refugee movements across and into 

Yugoslavia, drawing on a distinction between national and international refu-

gees. Along the way, it will also suggest directions for further research. 

With regard to population displacement within the former Yugoslavia, the 

region’s national historiographies overemphasize the ethnic factor. Historians 

working in socialist Yugoslavia ascribed wartime displacement to political and 

ideological conflicts between fascist occupiers and the anti-fascist population, 

but, since the 1990s, historians in the post-Yugoslav area have increasingly 

attributed the displacement of national refugees within the former Yugoslavia 

to structural discrimination and violence based on ethnicity and nationality. 

The management of national refugees by the supposed homeland is considered 

self-evidently harmonious. Such interpretation is an important building block 

in the national identities of many of the ethnic groups within the Yugoslav 

space. This article critically examines this image of a “national refugee” in the 

historiography.2  

Historical research on refugee movements into the Yugoslav space from ab-

road, on the other hand, defies such a predominantly national perspective, even 

though from an outside perspective such groups would ostensibly fit into a na-

tional framework (e.g., Russian interwar refugees to Yugoslavia in the Russian 

national narrative). The lack of an overwhelmingly ethnicized perspective in 

research on international refugees brings social questions to the fore. As the 

welcoming in the host state is not taken for granted, historical research analyzes 

the implementation of humanitarian protection, as well as the spatial dimension 
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of the refugees’ trajectories. Furthermore, although refugees are represented as 

members of a particular group, some attention is devoted to their personal ex-

periences.  

This paper provides an overview of the historiography on refugees in the 

Yugoslav space during the existence of a united Yugoslavia, as well as during 

World War II, with brief excursions into the decades preceding 1918 and the 

Yugoslav wars of the 1990s. The first section reviews the research into the his-

tory of national refugees and identifies its central conceptual assumptions. The 

second section examines the entanglements between the forced displacements 

that produced national refugees, other means of population management, and 

factors aside from nationhood that motivated refugees’ flight. The third and 

fourth sections of the paper then examine the scholarship on international re-

fugee movements into the Yugoslav space. Section Three addresses the man-

agement of international refugee flows by state and non-state actors. Section 

Four looks at the influence of geopolitical constellations on international 

refugee movements. This article will identify and juxtapose the conceptual foci 

of research into the history of displaced persons within and into the Yugoslav 

space. In so doing, it will explore the entangled history of refugeedom in the 

former Yugoslavia, whose social space has not only produced refugees but in 

many ways has also been produced by their presence. 

 

 

National refugees produced by population displacements within the Yugoslav 

space are prominent in the various national historiographies that have taken 

form in Yugoslavia since its disintegration. Four periods of political disruption 

and war feature prominently in the national histories of population dis-

placement: the Eastern Crisis of 1875–1878, the Balkan Wars and World War I 

(1910s), World War II and its aftermath (1940s), and the Yugoslav wars of the 

1990s.3 The population displacement generated by these events serves as an 

important “symbolic resource” in various processes of national consolidation 

in the successor states.4 The refugee experience binds and consolidates the 

nation around a shared motif of victimhood, lost territory, and the protective 

new nation-state. Although different historical experiences and political contin-

gencies mark the various approaches to historical thinking about national refu-

gees, they share important conceptual assumptions.  

Let us begin with the example of the Serbian historiography of national 

refugeedom, which is grounded in two assumptions: continuous Serbian na-

tional victimhood resulting in repeated instances of expulsion, and a link be-

                                  
3  HOLM SUNDHAUSSEN: Geschichte Südosteuropas als Migrationsgeschichte: Eine Skizze, 

in: Südost-Forschungen 65/66 (2006/2007), pp. 422–477. 
4  OLIVER ZIMMER: Boundary Mechanisms and Symbolic Resources: Towards a Process-

Oriented Approach to National Identity, in: Nations and Nationalism 9 (2003), 2, 

pp. 173–193. 



 

tween Serbian national refugees and the nation-state of Serbia. The Serbian 

refugee experience is generally considered to date back to the structural, eth-

nically and religiously motivated discrimination and violence that Serbs expe-

rienced under the Ottoman Empire. This persecution resulted in the so-called 

great migrations from the central Balkans to the borderlands of the Habsburg 

Empire in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.5 In the national histo-

riography, modern Serbian refugee crises are only variations on this theme, 

with the added element of the existence of a Serbian state that can take care of 

“its” refugees.  

The Serbian refugee crisis of World War I in particular has taken on a 

mythical status in Serbia’s collective memory. When the Serbian army with-

drew from Serbian territory in the winter of 1915, Serbian civilians fled their 

homes in two large refugee movements: one group moved southward and 

ended up in refugee camps in northern Greece, while another group withdrew 

along with the Serbian army through Montenegro and Albania to the Adriatic 

coast, from where it ultimately made its way to France and North Africa. Be-

cause of the difficult terrain in Albania, harsh weather, and the hostility of the 

local mountain peoples, the Serbs’ flight has become known as the “Albanian 

Golgotha,” reflecting its biblical proportions in the national narrative. In addi-

tion to the flight itself, the historiography of Serbia has described the exiled 

Serbian government’s management of refugees, basically assuming that the 

relationship between the Serbian state and its refugees was naturally harmo-

nious.6 Unlike the Serbian case, the historiography of the movement of national 

refugees during World War I in the Habsburg parts of what would become 

Yugoslavia features a slightly different narrative: Since these refugees were 

managed by the central Austrian (and to a lesser extent Hungarian) authorities, 

there was no “supposed national homeland” and no nation-building mission to 

which they might refer. Historians have thus been less inclined to treat them as 

a homogeneous mass.7 

The nationalist perspective on refugee movements that clearly features in 

the Serbian historiography emerges in other national historiographies as well. 

For the Muslim nations of the former Yugoslavia, primarily Bosniaks and Al-

banians, the history of the forced displacement of Muslims from the Christian 

nation-states emerging from the Ottoman Empire is an essential resource for 

nation-building. Their displacement constitutes a shared experience of vic-
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timhood and loss of territory, based on a sense of ethnic and religious togeth-

erness. To them, it also explains the concentration of Bosniaks and Albanians 

in the rump territories of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Sandžak, Kosovo, and western 

Macedonia, where they found shelter. Like the Serbian national refugee, the 

muhadžir (Bosnian) or muhaxhir (Albanian) epitomizes communal and geo-

graphic ties. The experience of victimhood is also a recurring feature of the 

nation’s history. From this perspective, the ethnic cleansing of the 1990s is a 

continuation of long-standing acts of Muslim displacement in Southeastern 

Europe.8 

In many cases, former refugees became involved in irredentist associations 

and shared knowledge of their areas of origin and flight. This was the case with 

Lado Čermelj, a former refugee who published extensively in a variety of 

languages about the experiences of the Croatian and Slovenian minorities in 

Italy in the early interwar years.9 Similarly, Slavic-speaking Greek refugees 

who came to socialist Yugoslavia during the Greek Civil War were actively 

engaged in consolidating a Macedonian national and cultural identities around 

the image of the Aegean Macedonian refugees.10 The deca begalci (“child 

refugees,” in Macedonian) were institutionalized as prominent voices among 

the Aegean refugees and symbols of the Macedonian national struggle. Their 

case serves as a powerful indictment of Greek terror against Slavic Macedo-

nians.11 Anthropological studies indicate, however, that the feelings of exclu-

sion and isolation of the refugees in Yugoslav Macedonia, their hesitation to 

adopt Yugoslav citizenship despite being offered considerable incentives (in-

cluding land) to do so, and their longing to return to their lost homeland in 

Greece do not support the ethnopolitical master narrative.12 

World War II displaced massive numbers of people within the Yugoslav 

space. The interpretation of this topic has been radically reframed since Yugo-
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slavia’s demise, from an ideological to a “groupist” reading focused on national 

determinants.13 The official historiography and memory politics of socialist 

Yugoslavia emphasized the political and ideological confrontation underlying 

forced displacements and tried to forge a common Yugoslav identity around 

the shared experience of suffering and resistance. Hence, it focused its attention 

exclusively on the displacement of Yugoslavs—regardless of nationality or 

religion—at the hands of the fascist occupiers and collaborating local regimes. 

In a classic study published in 1981, the historian Slobodan D. Milošević 

highlight two interrelated features of the displacements of different populations 

during World War II.14 First, the German, Bulgarian, Italian, and Hungarian 

occupying regimes deported Yugoslav populations, including Jews, and colon-

ized their homes with non-Yugoslavs in order to expand their ethno-racial terri-

tory. One prominent example was a Nazi plan to deport Slovenes from Ger-

man-occupied Lower Styria (a region of Slovenia) to the Serbian rump state in 

order to create space for German settlers. This plan was ultimately realized in 

much smaller numbers than planned, and, in the end, most Slovenes were sent 

to the Independent State of Croatia instead of Serbia. Second, domestic colla-

borationist regimes deported their local minority populations to achieve ethnic 

homogeneity in their part of the Yugoslav space. The most notorious example 

was the deportation, assimilation, and murder of Serbs living in the Independ-

ent State of Croatia, which interlocked with the Nazi plan to deport the Slo-

venes from Lower Styria. The end result was that Catholic Slovenes were ex-

pelled from Lower Styria to the Independent State of Croatia, while Orthodox 

Serbs from Croatia were banished to Serbia. 

There are, however, obvious flaws in the socialist Yugoslav historians’ ap-

proach to this entanglement of various refugee and colonization movements 

during World War II. Responsibility for displacement was solely ascribed to 

the occupying regimes and domestic collaborators. Reporting on the suffering 

of people identified as fascist collaborators was, as a rule, suppressed. Intra-

Yugoslav ethnic polarization was downplayed in favor of emphasizing ideo-

logical cleavages. Still, the ethnic and racial logic behind population dis-

placements during World War II could not be entirely discounted in the his-

torical analysis. Milošević, for example, structured his book according to zones 

of occupation, but within that structure broke down his analysis according to 

the ethnicity of the refugees. These shortcomings are rectified in the more re-

cent national historiography of World War II-era refugee movement, although 

in many cases the pendulum has swung to the other extreme.  

In step with a broader effort at revisionism in the dominant memory frame-

work related to World War II, post-Yugoslav historiography increasingly fo-

cuses on the ethnopolitical motives behind intra-Yugoslav population displace-
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ments instead of the ideological cleavages that the socialist Yugoslav historio-

graphy had deemed most important. Building on Milošević’s book, a 1994 

study by Miloš Hamović on refugees in Bosnia-Herzegovina during World War 

II reflects the turbulent times in which it was written. It sheds light on the 

experiences of Muslim refugees fleeing from Chetnik violence, who Milošević 

had overlooked, and it called for revision of the earlier dogmatic interpretations 

of the events occurring during World War II. In particular, Hamović ascribes 

major responsibility for the displacement of refugees to local actors rather than 

to the occupying forces, and reintroduces the topic of displacement caused by 

the Yugoslav partisans against those they perceived as their opponents.15 These 

first attempts at revisionism were, however, not free of nationalistic connota-

tions. In his description of the genocidal policies of the Independent State of 

Croatia, Hamović ranks the Serbs highest in the hierarchy of suffering and the 

Jews second, which coincides with Serbian nationalist historical thinking of the 

period that prioritized Serbian victims.16
 

Marica Karakaš Obradov has also revised the work of Milošević in several 

ways. Her analysis focuses on “Croatian territory”—i.e., the Independent State 

of Croatia, which corresponds to present-day Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

She provides a comprehensive overview of wartime and postwar refugee flows 

and colonization movements, categorizing the different population movements 

according to the nationality of those who were displaced. She particularly high-

lights the displacement of ethnic Croatians from areas controlled by partisans 

and Serbian monarchist forces and thus breaks the silence surrounding those 

people whom socialist Yugoslavia’s historiography treated as “ideological 

others.”17   

While these two authors challenge the ideological fault lines underlying so-

cialist Yugoslav historiography, other national histories of intra-Yugoslav refu-

gee movements more clearly tend to adhere to a framework of national units 

when analyzing the tangled trajectories of refugee and migration movements 

during World War II. These historians emphasize the continuities of their own 

nation’s refugee experiences over place and time, while discounting both the 

value of comparisons across ethnic boundaries as well as regional differences 

within the contemporary nation-states. Slovenian historiography, for example, 

presents the planned deportation of Slovenes from Lower Styria to Croatia and 

Serbia as evidence of the exceptionally difficult position in which the Sloven-

ian people found themselves during World War II. Slovenian historians see this 
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and Herzegovina: 1941–1945], Beograd 1994. 
16  JOVAN BYFORD: When I Say “the Holocaust,” I Mean “Jasenovac,” in: East European 

Jewish Affairs 37 (2007), 1, pp. 51–74. 
17  MARICA KARAKAŠ OBRADOV: Novi mozaici nacija u “novim poredcima”: Migracije sta-
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as the culmination of a long history of Slovenian victimhood, and pay little 

attention to the interconnected nature of displacements in the Yugoslav area 

during World War II. The prominent Slovene historian Božo Repe speaks of 

ethnocide as a unifying experience and an important building block of Slove-

nia’s national identity.18 

The national historiographies of the successor states are far from homo-

geneous in their “groupist” approach, however, especially as regards sensitive 

topics. For example, Filip Šiljan in his study of the deportation of Serbs from 

the Independent State of Croatia goes beyond the ethnic master narrative and 

brings the ideological framework back into the picture. He stresses the de-

monization of “internal enemies” as a precursor to their annihilation, which 

was a tactic of both the Nazi and Ustaša regimes. He devotes an entire chapter 

to appeals to the Ustaša authorities submitted by members of communities 

threatened with deportation. Their poignant voices provide a qualitatively dif-

ferent understanding of the experience of refugeedom. They testify to the de-

portees’ persisting attachment to their local communities and their tenacious 

attempts to resist deportation even when faced with increasingly ominous 

threats.19 Recent research also demonstrates the stratification of consecutive 

displacements in the same territory. Slovenes evicted from Styria and resettled 

in the Independent State of Croatia, for example, often found accommodation 

in the houses of deported Serbs and Jews and took over their economic activi-

ties.20  

 

 

The whole of Southeastern Europe, especially its borderlands, has been subject 

to a complex process of unmixing mixed populations ever since the decline of 

the multinational empires. These processes have taken the forms of coerced 

displacement, colonization, and economic migration, sometimes all at once. 

National historiographies have focused on the particular qualities of their own 

national refugees, and have often had difficulties in coming to terms with the 

tangled nature of these population movements. Comparative studies that unveil 
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the political motivations behind migration policy in the borderlands have 

proved more capable of grasping their complexity than strictly national ones.  

The disintegration of the Ottoman Empire in the wake of the Oriental Crisis 

of 1875–1878 generated the first modern refugee crisis in Southeastern Europe. 

For the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian imperial governments, management of 

the mass flight of Christians to the Habsburg Empire and of Muslims to the 

remnants of the Ottoman Empire resulted in the redefinition of the “refugee,” 

the introduction of new ways to provide aid to them, and new claims of political 

loyalty.21 For the newly established or expanded nation-states of Southeastern 

Europe, the displacement of Muslims from their territories was central to their 

sovereignty claims and the process of creating a national community they 

initiated. The displacement of Muslims continued, although in fewer numbers, 

throughout the first half of the twentieth century. The new nation-states in the 

former Ottoman space accommodated Slavic Muslims as ambiguous co-

nationals, but they marginalized non-Slavic Muslims and singled them out for 

emigration.22 What emerges from this is the nationalizing function and social 

impact of the way the new states managed migration. In the case of Yugoslavia, 

there were also significant impacts on the new country’s bilateral relations with 

the countries to which minorities were supposedly ethnically related.  

The redrawing of the borders in Southeastern Europe after 1918 was another 

watershed in the history of unmixing the populations of Central and Eastern 

Europe. After the Kingdom of Italy took control of the Upper Adriatic, 

Slovenes and Croats migrated from Venezia Giulia to the Kingdom of Serbs, 

Croats, and Slovenes in several waves. They left Italy for a combination of 

economic and political reasons.23 A similar but smaller movement of people 

took place among Carinthian Slovenes after their home area was annexed to 
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Austria following a plebiscite in 1920.24 Slovenian and Croatian historiography 

tends to focus on the poor living conditions that forced the South Slavs to leave 

Istria and Carinthia as well as nationalistic persecution by the Italian fascist 

regime. It also emphasizes, however, the destitution in which the refugees lived 

after their arrival in Yugoslavia, which it deems a “betrayal” by the central 

government in Belgrade.25 Although there is no academic agreement on the 

extent to which these movements were compulsory, the literature shows that 

both Italy and Yugoslavia attempted to benefit from the migration of Slovenes 

and Croats. The Italian authorities modified the ethnic balance of their border 

areas by resettling Italians in Venezia Giulia, while the Yugoslavs encouraged 

the Istrian refugees to colonize ethnically mixed areas of Vojvodina and 

“Southern Serbia” (today’s North Macedonia and Kosovo).26  

Since the 1990s, the migration of Slovenes and Croats from areas occupied 

by Italy after World War I has frequently been compared to the migration of 

Italians from Yugoslav-occupied areas after World War II. Some scholars have 

applied the word “exodus,” originally used by Italian sources, to both pheno-

mena.27 As in the case of the Serbs passing through Albania in the Serbian 

historiography of World War I, the use of words with a biblical connotation 

strengthens feelings of victimization and disconnects the phenomenon from the 
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KO DUKOVSKI: Egzodus talijanskog stanovništva iz Istre 1945.–1956. [The Exodus of 

the Italian Population from Istria, 1945–1956], in: Časopis za suvremenu povijest 33 

(2001), 3, pp. 633–667; DARKO DUKOVSKI: Dva egzodusa: hrvatski (1919.–1941.) i tali-

janski (1943.–1955.) [Two Exoduses: The Croatian (1919–1941) and the Italian One 

(1943–1955)], in: Adrias: Zbornik radova Zavoda za znanstveni i umjetnički rad Hrvat-
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wider context. The comparability of these exoduses is a bone of contention in 

the public discourse of Italy and Slovenia.28 In the conciliatory climate that has 

followed Slovenia’s accession to the EU, bilateral projects with Italian and 

Slovenian institutions have looked into the history of those times.29 Such efforts 

have identified a combination of factors behind the “exodus” of Italians from 

Yugoslavia. The Italian population was often associated with the fascist 

regime. Furthermore, stigmatization also targeted particular social strata, such 

as the urban middle class, which had been strongly Italianized in the previous 

decades. This resulted in an oppressive atmosphere of daily discrimination that 

thwarted the Yugoslav government’s attempts to integrate “loyal” segments of 

the Italian community into its postwar ideological framework. 

Historians’ preoccupation with their own national refugees, however, con-

tinues to hinder research into the tangle of population movements in the Upper 

Adriatic. One of the main controversies among historians is whether the mass 

departure of Italians from Yugoslavia was voluntary or involuntary. The dif-

ferences are illustrated by the use of the term esuli (exiles) by Italian historians 

and optanti (optants) by Croatian and Slovenian historians. While the former 

emphasizes the forced nature of the out-migration, the latter stresses the 

individual choice in opting for either Italian or Yugoslav citizenship.30 More-

over, Slovenian historians have investigated a plan for “ethnic reclamation” on 

the part of the Italian government, effectuated by the resettlement of Italian 

refugees in the border areas of Italy populated by the Slovenian minority.31 

Nevertheless, in the multilingual areas, national boundaries continued to be 

blurred after World War II. This had to be acknowledged even by relief agen-
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cies in charge of refugees, which felt compelled to establish the category of 

Venezia Giulians based on their regional provenance rather than on ethnicity.32 

As in the case of other nationally sensitive topics, social scientists have tended 

to be more eager than historians to engage with the deconstruction of national 

discourses. Drawing on first-hand testimonies, a cutting-edge study by the Slo-

venian anthropologist Katja Hrobat Virloget problematizes the coexistence of 

different, often conflicting, memories related to the departure of Italians from 

Istria. In particular, Hrobat Virloget notes that local informants often felt 

uncomfortable with the official nation-centered discourse in both Slovenia and 

Italy.33  

Historical research that looks at national refugee movements in the border-

lands of Southeastern Europe from a more long-term perspective, and priori-

tizes localities over the nation-state, reveals the dynamic entanglements of vari-

ous practices of population management, including forced displacement, reset-

tlement of refugees, and colonization. The Vojvodina region is a telling exam-

ple. After World War II, the volksdeutsche population living in the northern 

border regions of Yugoslavia was charged with collective guilt for wartime 

misdeeds and was subjected to repressive measures, ranging from the preven-

tion of return of displaced persons to internment and expulsion. Under social-

ism, the historiography focused exclusively on the Germans’ resettlement by 

the German authorities in the Third Reich and regarded their movement as 

“emigration.” However, after the demise of Yugoslavia, scholars in both Serbia 

and Croatia have stressed the compulsory and violent nature of the process on 

the part of the Yugoslav authorities.34 A fate similar but not identical to that of 

the Germans befell Yugoslavia’s Hungarian minority, which was partly evacu-

ated during the war. When they returned to Yugoslavia, they encountered 

repression by the Yugoslav authorities, albeit not as harsh as that meted out 

against the Germans.35 Since the 1990s, the literature has addressed the retalia-

tions and discriminatory measures taken by the new communist authorities 

against minorities and consequent displacements with new élan, a development 

that is hardly detached from contemporary political trends. Historical revision-

ism has gained momentum. The extensive use of the concept of “totalitarian-
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33  KATJA HROBAT VIRLOGET: V tišini spomena: “Eksodus” in “Istra” [In the Silence of 

Memory: “Exodus” and Istria], Koper—Trst 2021.  
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ism” is opening the door for the equation of communism with Nazism and fas-

cism.36  

The retaliatory forced migrations of the postwar period should not be studied 

in each territory in isolation because they are an inherent part of long-term, 

shifting efforts to unmix and adjust the ethnic structure of particular regions for 

the benefit of the constitutive peoples of Yugoslavia. In Vojvodina and Slavo-

nia, the postwar repression of Germans and, to a lesser extent, Hungarians can-

not be disconnected from South Slav colonization in the interwar and socialist 

periods. It is also related to the fact that members of minority groups opted to 

move to their “national homelands” in the aftermath of both World Wars.37 

Localized entanglements of colonization and forced migration also exist in the 

history of the southern regions of Yugoslavia during the interwar period, in 

which the non-Slavic Muslim population was forced into emigration.38 Kosovo 

Albanian mainstream national historiography is in fact very explicit about the 

parallel nature of Serbia’s and Yugoslavia’s wartime and interwar colonization 

policies and the expulsion of (Albanian) Muslims, which they see as two sides 

of an overarching policy intended to ethnically cleanse the region of Albani-

ans.39 In both the northern and the southern regions, interwar colonists were the 

prime targets of displacement during World War II that aimed to reverse the 

population policies of the interwar period.  

The case of Kosovo brings us to another problematic type of migratory en-

tanglement, which is only indirectly referred to in historical accounts of intra-

Yugoslav population movements, namely the correlation of ethnopolitical and 

socioeconomic migration. The emigration of Serbs from Kosovo has been a 

matter of scholarly and public debate since the 1980s. The party line of the 

Yugoslav and Kosovo communist leadership up to the early 1980s was that 

Serb emigration from Kosovo was simply an aspect of a broader phenomenon 

of economic migration out of less-developed regions of Yugoslavia, in which 
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not only Serbs participated. In general, ethnic strife as a reason for emigration 

was believed to be isolated and non-structural. Intra-Yugoslav migration from 

less-developed to more-developed areas, as well as the effectiveness of region-

al development programs, was a major research topic in sociology and ethno-

graphy as long as socialist Yugoslavia existed.40 Ethnic divisions, although not 

completely ignored by this research, were of marginal interest compared to 

divisions along urban–rural and regional lines. To be sure, it was difficult to 

downplay ethnopolitical tensions. By the 1980s, sociologists were increasingly 

pointing out that intra-Yugoslav migration had led to the concentration of na-

tional minorities in their “mother” republics.41 Although no explicit ethnopo-

litical reasons were given, the scholars’ approach and their findings pointed the 

finger at ethnonationalism. The shift from socioeconomic to “groupist” read-

ings of intra-Yugoslav migration is particularly evident in the political debate 

and in the academic research on Serbian emigration from Kosovo. Both in-

creasingly made use of particular labels for emigration, iseljavanje (emigra-

tion) or seoba (migration), terms that directly alluded to the great premodern 

migrations of Serbs from Ottoman rule in the central Balkans.42 An important 

sociological study commissioned by the Serbian Academy of Arts and Sciences 

in the mid-1980s found that the emigration of Serbs from Kosovo was unlike 

modern migration processes, which were defined by social and economic fac-

tors typical of developed societies. Instead, it was the result of “the residues of 

the dark past and a society which, unable to solve the demographic and econ-

omic problems it faces, resorts to pressure and violence.”43 This ethnocentric 

view of the motives for migration has been consolidated in contemporary Serb-

ian nationalist historiography, and in public memory as well. Any motivation 

beyond ethnic discrimination is denied.44  
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The historiography of the Yugoslav successor states takes the link between 

national refugee communities and their national state for granted. Research on 

refugees who came to Yugoslavia from abroad pays more attention to the way 

the Yugoslav state managed refugee flows. In the “first incarnation” of an in-

ternational refugee regime within the framework of the League of Nations,45 

Yugoslavia played an important role as a refuge for Russians who had sided 

with the White Armies during and after the Russian Civil War. The scope of 

the Russian migration and its overwhelmingly positive portrayal in Yugoslav 

historiography and the mainstream public narrative must be contextualized 

with the long-standing bonds between the Serbian and Russian royal dynasties, 

the alliance between Serbia and Czarist Russia, notions of brotherhood between 

Orthodox co-religionists, and Pan-Slavism. Russian emigration became in-

creasingly interesting to Yugoslav historians in the 1990s, as happened in re-

gard to other topics previously ostracized in socialist Yugoslavia. The exten-

sive historiography on Russian refugees in Yugoslavia builds upon the rich 

publishing activities of Russian refugees in Yugoslavia themselves.46 The po-

sitive contribution of educated and affluent Russian émigrés to the culture, arts, 

and economy of Yugoslavia is an important strand in the historiography.47  

The complicated relationship between inter-governmental, national, and 

non-state actors in managing refugees figures prominently in the research. 

During the first waves of Russian emigration to Yugoslavia after the Bolshe-

viks seized power, a Yugoslav-Russian committee was established to provide 

urgent humanitarian aid and organize the reception of refugees. The committee 

not only provided aid but also managed the distribution of Russian refugees 
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across Yugoslavia. It was made up of prominent and influential civilian actors, 

but worked independently from the state. As the number of Russian refugees 

increased, however, the Yugoslav state established an official council consist-

ing of Yugoslav and Russian representatives to channel the arrival of refugees 

to Yugoslavia, including their spatial distribution.48 The relationships between 

the state’s efforts and non-state and inter-governmental humanitarianism influ-

enced the institutionalization of refugee management in Yugoslavia. As the 

state’s role became more and more important, the ambiguous relationship be-

tween protection and control of the refugees became apparent.  

The dynamics of local and international non-governmental humanitarianism 

is evident in the historiography of Jewish refugees from Central Europe who 

used Yugoslavia both as a transit country and a refuge during the 1930s.49 The 

Yugoslav state left responsibility for the care of the refugees and the organiza-

tion of their transit to the Jewish confessional communities in Yugoslavia and 

local and international Zionist aid societies. In the course of 1938, as the num-

ber of Jewish refugees was strongly increasing, liberal immigration policies 

gave way to restrictive visa requirements, considerably limiting those organi-

zations’ room for maneuvering. Still, local Jewish aid committees managed to 

negotiate the admission of Jewish refugees stranded in no man’s land on the 

Austrian-Yugoslav border through bribery, smuggling, and personal contacts 

with government officials. Those contacts included local officials, high govern-

ment functionaries, and even the royal family. The fact that the Yugoslav state 

in this case transferred responsibility for the refugees’ care almost completely 

to non-state actors indicates the agency of the latter, but also the anti-Jewish 

atmosphere in the country.50 The historiography on Yugoslavia as a transit 

country for Jewish refugees from Central Europe during the 1930s also 
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addresses the transnational regime of treaties and doctrines that shaped the 

refugee as a person and as a category. Increasingly restrictive laws on granting 

residence and citizenship to Jews in the surrounding countries and the pressure 

of population displacement led to racially-based restrictions on the admission 

of Jews to Yugoslavia. The historiography captures the institutional dynamics 

between various ministries, different levels of decision-making, and non-state 

actors such as the tourism sector,51 each with different interests in the 

movement of Jewish refugees.52 During World War II, Yugoslav Jews fled the 

German-occupied areas of the country to less dangerous areas under Italian and 

Bulgarian control. Most Jewish survivors of the Holocaust in Yugoslavia were 

interned in camps in Italian-occupied territories and were liberated after the 

Italian capitulation in 1943.53 

The role of international humanitarianism was particularly prominent on the 

occasion of the Hungarian Revolt of 1956. Initially, the Yugoslav authorities 

pushed would-be refugees back into Hungary, except for deposed officials of 

the communist regime. Only after Hungary reestablished control over its border 

with Austria did the number of refugees at the Yugoslav border increase 

dramatically. In December 1956 and especially in January 1957, the Yugoslav 

authorities were forced to organize the reception of Hungarian refugees and 

accept assistance from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR). Because the UNHCR did not have its own operational arm, it called 

on international non-governmental organizations such as the Intergovernment-

al Committee for European Migration, the Red Cross, and CARE to provide 

aid for the Hungarian refugees. The Yugoslav Commissariat for Refugees, a 

joint body of federal ministries of internal and external affairs, was established 

as Yugoslavia’s liaison office with the UNHCR and other international aid or-

ganizations.54 Again, the institutionalization of refugee management in Yugo-
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slavia took place in response to international and non-governmental humani-

tarian initiatives.  

The distribution of refugees across the space of Yugoslavia was an important 

part of the state’s scheme for management of the refugee crisis. It was a 

particularly sensitive issue in light of the Yugoslav state’s composite character. 

The historiography pays notable attention to the spatial management of Russian 

refugees, focusing on the various trajectories by which they were evacuated to 

interwar Yugoslavia and their distribution and legacies across the country.55 

The connection between the spatial distribution of Russian emigrants, who are 

generally considered cultural and political allies of the Serbs, and questions of 

state-building and national identification among the South Slavs in interwar 

Yugoslavia, remains a research desideratum. 

The spatial distribution of the refugees from Greece who fled to Yugoslavia 

during and after World War II and the subsequent Greek Civil War respected 

the ideological and ethnonational differences within the refugee collective, and 

sharpened them as well. Gradually, the Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 

became the primary settlement area for Slavic Aegean Macedonian refugees, 

where they were firmly integrated as national refugees in accord with concept-

tions of Macedonian nationhood. This process was strengthened after Slavic-

speaking Greek refugees who had been sent to the Soviet Bloc countries were 

relocated to Yugoslav Macedonia in the wake of de-Stalinization in the second 

half of the 1950s.56 The Greek refugee communities that settled in former Ger-

man villages in Vojvodina primarily consisted of ethnic Greeks. The village of 

Buljkes was particularly notorious as a hardline Greek communist refugee set-

tlement that enjoyed considerable autonomy and exerted great influence within 

the Greek communist movement. Social relations in the settlement were, how-

ever, also characterrized by ideological and ethnopolitical tensions. After the 

Stalin-Tito split of 1948, the community migrated to Stalinist Czechoslova-

kia.57 The refugee community from Greece also included people who had colla-

borated with the Bulgarian wartime government in Eastern Macedonia and 

Thrace, then fled to Bulgaria after World War II and subsequently moved to 

Yugoslav Macedonia after the communists took power in Bulgaria. These indi-

viduals were viewed with suspicion after 1948 due to their pro-Bulgarian orien-

tation. They were settled in the formerly German villages of Gakovo and Kru-
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ševlje near the Hungarian border, which had served as internment camps for 

ethnic Germans until 1948.58 The Yugoslav Red Cross, finally, also organized 

homes for the reception of child refugees from the Greek Civil War in Vojvodi-

na, Croatia, and Slovenia.59  

 

 

A final element that stands out in the historical writing on international refugee 

flows into Yugoslavia is that the modern refugee is shaped by, and at the same 

time shapes, international political constellations. The first point is relatively 

straightforward, in that international refugee movements into Yugoslavia were 

the product of international power relations. Political emigration to interwar 

Yugoslavia, for example, took place in the context of the post–World War I 

geopolitical constellation in Southeastern Europe. The example of Bulgarian 

political emigrants who arrived in Yugoslavia after the ousting of the Agricul-

tural Union of Aleksandǎr Stambolijski is illustrative. In a way, they were a 

countermovement to the much more numerous Macedonian emigrants who 

settled in Bulgaria and had an enormous impact on political and social develop-

ments there in the interwar period. The historiography of Yugoslavia focuses 

on the political, ideological, and military organization of Bulgarian political 

refugees and the support they received from the Yugoslav government. The 

research also shows that emigrants tended to be deemed “political” when their 

cause overlapped with the national interests of the host country. When 

geopolitical relations change, their status as political refugees is often revoked, 

as happened to the Bulgarian emigrants when they lost the political support of 

the Yugoslav government in 1925.60 In the context of tensions between the 

communist leaderships of Yugoslavia and Albania following the Tito-Stalin 

split of 1948, emigrants from Albania were actively supported and organized 

by Tito’s regime in the areas bordering Albania. When diplomatic relations 

between both countries were normalized in 1953, the Albanian emigrants lost 

their value to Tito and were disbanded as a political force.61 The strategy of 

supporting highly politicized groups of emigrants as a tool to put pressure on 

their country of origin was not unique to Yugoslavia. Anti-Tito Yugoslav emi-
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grants in Czechoslovakia after the 1948 rift within the communist movement 

were politicized in the same way.62  

The relationship between refugee movements and international political 

constellations goes in both directions, however. Not only do international po-

litical constellations produce refugee movements, but refugees shape interna-

tional political constellations. The so-called Controesodo (counterexodus) of 

1947, in which around 5,000 Italian communists living in the Upper Adriatic 

region briefly fled to Yugoslavia, is a prominent example. Although it paral-

leled the exodus of Italians from Yugoslavia, this population displacement was 

triggered by the internationalist creed of the migrants, which prevailed over 

their national loyalties. The label “counterexodus” is therefore somewhat con-

fusing, as it implies a reaction against the exodus of Italians from new Yugoslav 

territories. Pro-Yugoslav Italian communists left postwar Italy for a variety of 

political and socioeconomic reasons, ranging from disagreement with political 

developments back home to widespread discrimination against people who had 

fought as partisans in the war. Although political loyalty to the receiving state 

was required, the boundaries between political and economic triggers of emi-

gration were not always clear. For example, Yugoslavia actively recruited spe-

cialized labor abroad.63 In some cases, a hybrid ethnicity made the move to 

Yugoslavia easier, but the decision to take flight was often individual and spon-

taneous. Migrants made good use of the porous border that was in place before 

the Monfalcone area was handed over to Italy in September 1947. These move-

ments were heavily politicized in the context of the emerging Cold War and 

thus contributed to the polarization and territorialization of the conflict.64 

The management of international refugees in socialist Yugoslavia played an 

important role in the relations between the Yugoslav communists and the West. 

Yugoslavia’s neutral position between the two political blocs did not determine 

its position in the international regime for dealing with refugees in Europe, but 

its attitude towards refugees did contribute to reframing its foreign policy. 

Recent historiography pays attention to the joint management of refugee camps 

set up to accommodate Yugoslav Dalmatians in British-administered Egypt af-

ter the capitulation of fascist Italy. The refugees’ treatment impacted the shape 
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of relations between the Yugoslav partisans and the Allies.65 Similarly, histo-

rical scholarship has contextualized the vicissitudes of the child refugees of the 

Greek Civil War, pointing to the impact of instable geopolitical constellations. 

When the question of the repatriation of these children came before the United 

Nations, the debate served to catalyze the crystallization of Cold War polariza-

tion. The child refugees were also caught in the middle of the 1948 split be-

tween Yugoslavia and the Soviet bloc. The split complicated the children refu-

gees’ trajectories but was ultimately instrumental in socialist Yugoslavia’s 

positioning as a non-aligned state and its adopting of a constructive position in 

repatriation and reunification cases working with those on both sides of the Iron 

Curtain.66  

Yugoslavia’s reluctant participation in the post–World War II international 

refugee regime is illustrated by its attitude toward refugees from the Hungarian 

revolt of 1956. As mentioned above, the arrival of Hungarian refugees at the 

end of 1956 forced the Yugoslav authorities to accept the assistance of the 

UNHCR.67 In March 1957, the UN established a temporary secretariat of the 

High Commissioner in Belgrade after Yugoslavia made clear that it did not 

have the means to deal with the large number of refugees crossing its border 

with Hungary. The secretariat was charged with facilitating a solution to the 

Hungarian refugee crisis by transferring most of the refugees to Western coun-

tries. Although the secretariat was closed down in early 1958, this episode ulti-

mately led to the opening of an office of the UNHCR in Belgrade, which helped 

to integrate socialist Yugoslavia into the international refugee regime.68 

Yugoslavia continued to serve as a transit country for East European refug-

ees not only during the refugee crises of 1956 and 1968, but throughout the 

Cold War period. The ambivalent attitude of the Yugoslav Federation, which 

had signed the 1951 Refugee Convention but only selectively applied it, is il-

lustrated by the treatment of Czechoslovak citizens who escaped through Yu-
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goslavia to the West during the Cold War. While increasing pressure from the 

Czechoslovak side convinced Yugoslavia to take a more restrictive approach 

in the early 1980s, Yugoslav authorities tended to turn a blind eye to individuals 

crossing the country to reach the West. Among other things, Yugoslav author-

ities were preoccupied with the negative publicity a tougher policy would gene-

rate. They wanted to avoid harming the country’s reputation for “exceptional-

ity,” which was the source of its “soft power” in world affairs.69 

Yugoslavia’s position, as a neutral alternative to both blocs, was reflected in 

its unique role as both a country of first asylum and a producer of refugees. 

Refugee movements into and out of Yugoslavia were conditioned by Cold War 

politics, which affected Yugoslavia’s implementation of the 1951 Refugee 

Convention. In the two decades before the borders were opened for prospective 

labor migrants to Western Europe in the mid-1960s,70 thousands of Yugoslav 

citizens defected and sought asylum in the countries of the West.71 While their 

political motivations for leaving gradually faded, they were still granted asy-

lum, although in smaller numbers. Even so, they could be repatriated at will by 

both Italy and Austria, unlike refugees from other socialist countries.72 When 

Yugoslavia made it legal for its citizens to look for work in the West, the status 

of Yugoslavs shifted from political refugees to economic migrants. This was 

especially true in West Germany, the country which hosted the majority of Yu-

goslav guest-workers.73 The attitude of the Western countries toward escapees 

from socialist countries reveals the importance of Cold War allegiances. Espe-

cially after 1947, international humanitarian organizations temporarily over-

looked the proliferation of émigré organizations claiming continuity with war-

time collaborators in an attempt to strengthen the common front against com-

munism. Radical right-wing political views were strong in the community of 

the Yugoslav diaspora. They peaked in the 1960s, which witnessed political 
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violence by Croatian extremist émigré groups, as well as the brutal reaction of 

agents of the Yugoslav state security abroad.74 

 

 

The population displacements provoked by the violent disintegration of 

Yugoslavia in the 1990s have dramatically reshaped the demographic compo-

sition of the successor states. They have brought the figure of the national 

refugee to the center of public debate and scholarly research. The welcoming 

of co-ethnic refugees in their putative homelands during the wars of the 1990s 

was framed in a nation-centered narrative that confirmed and fostered ethnic 

identities across time. Public opinion and official accounts of the refugee crisis 

produced by the wars of the 1990s took for granted a natural link between 

national refugees and their national territories and communities. One recent 

work on the reception of Serb refugees in Serbia in the 1990s defined Serbia as 

a “country of refugees.”75 In this interpretation, the national refugee epitomizes 

the communal, geographic, and temporal ties that shape the nation. Research 

on the discrimination against refugees and the complexity of integrating nation-

al refugees into their “national homelands,” however, problematizes such eth-

nocentric narratives.76 The refugees’ access to citizenship is connected with the 

desire to consolidate the state and define its national boundaries. Extrajudicial 

practices and lived experience also contribute, however, to their inclusion in or 

exclusion from the nation.77  

The refugee crisis of 2015 and the European Union’s policy of externalizing 

migration management turned the countries of Southeastern Europe into a 

bulwark of the European Union. They are nevertheless also a cul-de-sac where 

refugees are stranded, which complicates the thinking about the region as a 
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refuge.78 Anthropologists have pointed out that greater knowledge about the 

history of refugee management in the Balkans is key to debunking those strands 

of discourse that emphasize the unprecedented and exceptional nature of the 

refugee movements in the 2015 “summer of migration.”79 Although scholar-

ship has predominantly built on ruptures that were regarded as sparking the 

refugees’ movements, a joint look at different refugee groups would shed light 

on continuities in refugeedom in the two Yugoslavias and the post-Yugoslav 

states.  

As is evident in the state of the historiography on refugee movements within 

and into Yugoslavia suggests, the various ways of thinking about refugees in 

contemporary historical debate reflect deeper complexities in conceiving of 

Yugoslavia as a site of refuge. The overview of the highly diverse body of 

scholarly work presented in this article shows the different angles from which 

scholars have approached national and international refugees within and into 

Yugoslavia. Differing approaches to national and international refugees are 

characteristic of national historiographies beyond those of the former Yugo-

slavia. However, in the historiographies of the post-Yugoslav states, the dis-

tinction between ethnic national and international refugees is particularly sharp. 

This reflects the fragmentation of historical thinking and the increased centrali-

ty of ethnonational lines of reasoning that has accompanied the disintegration 

of the former Yugoslavia. Scholarship in the different successor states has often 

taken advantage of their co-ethnic refugees to foster a national narrative that 

assumes a bond between the refugees and their putative homeland. They view 

the experiences of national refugees through a lens of national victimhood. The 

notion of “exceptionality” they attach to their own nation’s refugee experience 

has been challenged only partly by historical analysis of the entanglement of 

different triggers and events in population movements across ethnic lines in 

Yugoslavia.  

The scholarship on international refugees to Yugoslavia has been less con-

fined by these same ethnonational frameworks, although it remains fragmented 

and generally analyzes specific refugee groups separately. It has addressed the 

dynamics of refugee management by state and non-state actors as well as the 

role of the refugees’ spatial trajectories and distribution in their destinations. 

The ideological framework underpinning refugee management reveals the im-

portance of geopolitical constellations, but also networks of international soli-

darity that determine which refugees are regarded as “deserving” a warm wel-
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come. The way such norms are applied contributes to the position of the state 

in the international community. 

Some important questions about refugees in the Yugoslav space remain only 

partially addressed in the fragmented landscape of Yugoslav refugee and 

migration studies. These include the role of their displacement in state- and 

nation-building, the institutionalization of refugee management, the role of 

non-state actors, the entangled nature of modern population management, the 

spatial aspects of refugee management, social differentiation within refugee 

communities, and the shaping of international constellations. Such questions 

require an approach to refugeedom that cuts across ethnic, political, and con-

ceptual categories. Attention to continuity, as well as to individual refugees’ 

trajectories in the past will be key to understanding and deconstructing the com-

plexity of the refugee experience. Research of this kind could potentially be 

complemented by the use of new sources, such as ego-documents produced by 

refugees themselves, and intensified interdisciplinary cooperation (from litera-

ture to anthropology). A critical approach to refugeedom from, in, and into Yu-

goslavia will contribute not only to a better understanding of the social history 

of the region, but also to an analysis of refugee management that goes beyond 

rigid categorizations of refugees. Such an approach would analyze emigration 

and immigration, political and economic migration, international and internal 

displacement, and both forced and voluntary movements of people as entangled 

sociopolitical phenomena. 
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BOJIĆ, DUŠICA: Srpske izbeglice u prvom svetskom ratu 1914–1921, Beograd 2007. 
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RISTOVIĆ, MILAN: U potrazi za utočištem: Jugoslovenski Jevreji u bekstvu od holokausta 

1941–1945, Beograd 1998. 
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RISTOVIĆ, MILAN: The Bulkes Experiment: A “Greek Republic” in Yugoslavia 1945–1949, 

in: Balkan Studies 46 (2012), pp. 125–143.  

RODOGNO, DAVIDE: Fascism’s European Empire: Italian Occupation during the Second 

World War, Cambridge 2006. 

ROLANDI, FRANCESCA: Escaping Yugoslavia: Italian and Austrian Refugee Policy toward 

Yugoslav Asylum Seekers after World War II, in: WOLFGANG MUELLER, KARLO 

RUZICIC-KESSLER et al. (eds.): The Alps-Adriatic Region 1945–1955: International and 

Transnational Perspectives on a Conflicted European Region, Wien 2018, pp. 85–109. 
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Koper 1999. 

VULEŠICA, MARIJA: Yugoslavia as a Hub for Migration in the 1930s: Local Zionist Networks 

and Aid Efforts for Jewish Refugees, in: Dubnow Institute Yearbook 16 (2017), pp. 199–

220. 
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