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WLADIMIR FISCHER 

An Innovative Historiographie Strategy 
Representing Migrants from Southeastern Europe in Vienna 

There is a paradox in Vienna's historical image. On the one hand, Vienna appears to be 
a multicultural city in the memory stored in mainstream discourses and in historical 
knowledge production. On the other hand, migrants by tradition do not figure as 
autonomous protagonists in historical accounts of Vienna. Rather, they are only men
tioned on the occasion of their arrival to certain city quarters - what remains are J ew
ish, Bohemian, Hungarian, etc. >cultural influences< in Viennese slang and cuisine1• 

This article aims to write an open history of one of the smaller historical migrant 
groups in the period around 1900. It is a group that might at that time not even have 
existed as an ,.imagined community«: the mi grants from the regions that used to be 
20th century Yugoslavia. One might ask why the topic is defined by a territory that did 
not politically exist in the period in question. The answer lies in the strategy of my re
search: the potential readers of this his tory do live now. They are (not exclusively but 
also) migrants from the countries that used to be Yugoslavia who have come to Vienna 
in the last 40 to 50 years. Today these migrants make up ten percent of Vienna's popu
lation. Thus, they are the city's largest migrant group. However, these migrants are 
virtually invisible in the public sphere and their voices are very weak in political, social 
and cultural discourses. This is where history comes in. Writing his tory has proved to 
be a reliable tool in raising voices of underrepresented groups. However, in con
structing such historical communities, they must at the same time be deconstructed in 
order to counteract hegemonic readings. Such research strategies will be described in 
more detail below after a review of the already existing literature. 

I. MIGRANTS IN VIENNA'S HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Migrants came to Vienna from all parts of the Monarchy. Around 1900 many more of 
them were internal migrants than would be the case today. This was due to the fact that 
Bohemia, Moravia, Carniola, Galicia, Bukovina and gradually also Bosnia and Herce
govina belonged to Austria. While migrants from Hungary, including Croatia, Dal
matia, Istria and present-day Slovakia and Burgenland, had a different status (especially 

This article is based on research conducted in the framework of the pro;ect .Centers and Peripheries. 
Culrures and Power Relations in Austria-Hungary 1867-1918- (PI6511), funded by the Austrian Re
search Foundation FWF. 
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men who had to straighten out their military duties with the Hungarian government), 
they could usually settle easily across this border. What was more important for mi
grants of the period was Heimatrecht, a law, which regulated that any person had a 
right to dweIl only in his or her community of birth. If a person became undesirable 
in another community, s/he could be >pushed out< (abgeschoben) by this community 
to the community of birth. Heimatrecht could be married or inherited in patrilinear 
logic. This meant that a Viennese women who married a Bohemian could find herself 
>pushed out< to Bohemia for instance if her husband required public welfare. It also 
meant that a child born in Lemberg/L'viv could have its Heimatrecht for instance in 
Sarajevo or Graz. 

How is the history remembered? While Czech migrants' history and their repre
sentation in general Viennese historiography are already in a poor state, migrants other 
than the Czechs (and some segments of Jewish migration) are usually completely 
nonexistent in general historical accounts. In the case of migrants from the countries 
of the former Yugoslavia, there is a double lack of representation: they have equally 
seldom been treated in the history of Vienna as they are prominently absent from 
contemporary mainstream discourses and spaces. Three sentences on Yugoslav, 
Turkish, African and Asian immigrants in the most recent lOHistory of Vienna« is 
relatively much coverage and a notable progress in comparison to older histories, 
which completely ignored immigrants2• 

Taking into account that migrants from the Southeast were a minority among their 
kind before World War 11 it is understandable that they have not found their way in
to general history accounts of that period. It is certainly not when contemporary his
tory is in question. The exclusion from history means for contemporary migrants that 
they are virtually cut-off from identifications with their city of residence, which are 
not directly tied to the present - and this is true, unfortunately, even though there are 
multiple links to the past. 

This part of the article describes the available literature, which represents, all due 
criticism notwithstanding, the first step towards a comprehensive yet diverse history 
of migrations from Southeastern Europe to Vienna and back. The literature can be 
roughly divided into two groups. One part deals with labour mi grants who arrived at 
the beginning of the 1960s and who made up the basis for the present population of 
about 100,000 citizens of a formerly Yugoslav state. The other body of literature deals 
with migrants from these regions who lived in Vienna before World War 11, and is 
driven by >identity politics<. The former studies can accurately be described as mainly 
sociological, economic and political ones. 

Descriptions of the earlier history of migrants from the area of the former Yugo
slavia firstly try to increase the importance of these migrants by pointing out famous 
biographies and connections to prestigious already established figures and events in 

2 Peter CSENDES, Geschichte Wiens, Vienna 21990 (Geschichte der österreichischen Bundesländer), p. 176; 
In Austrian his tory Vocelka acknowledges the importance of migrants, while Bruckmüller dedicates the 
,guest workers< (sie) too few sentences for a social history. Karl VOCELKA, Geschichte Österreichs. Kul
tur, Gesellschaft, Politik, Graz, Vienna, Cologne 2000; Ernst BRUCKMÜLLER, Sozialgeschichte Öster
reichs, Vienna, Munich 2001, p. 377. 
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mainstream Viennese history. Secondly, most of these accounts are ethnically exclusive 
or separate. This is beeause usually sueh histories are instrumental in facilitating one or 
another form of >identity politics<, which have been mainly nationalist and elitist. It 
does not come as a surprise then that women and Jews do not play signifieant roles in 
such histories, although many Southeastern migrants were female and/or Jewish. 

The most outstanding contribution in this framework is an impressive coffee table 
book on ,.The Serbs in Vienna« by Dejan Medakovie, which features famous writers, 
scholars, officers, merchants, and clergy-men connecting >the Serbs< even to the de
fence against the Ottoman siege. The strategy of the narrative is clearly to write yet an
other part of a glorious Serbian history in the context of the national histories of the 
>Western states<. The Croatian counterpart is more humble, a catalogue accompany
ing an exhibition ,.On the Traces of the Croats in Austria«, but it applies the same strat
egy of linking ethnic history to heroic general his tory. Bosnians, who could boast a 
military regiment stationed in Vienna, have so far not made their way to the book
shelves except for the publications by Smail Balie). 

Hitherto sociologists, political scientists, human geographers and econonUsts have 
been the actual authors of eontemporary his tory of mi grants from the countries of the 
Former Yugoslavia. Historians have kept in the background. There are excellent stud
ies on the socio-spatial segregation of Yugoslav labour migrants in Vienna, their eco
nomic situation, their role in Austrian labour market poliey, the situation of Yugoslav 
wornen, perspectives of political representation and citizenship, and much more. 
Maybe labour rnigrants are the most intensely researched segment of the population 
whatsoever4• 

The drawback of the socio-politicalliterature for students of rnigrants' history is 
however, that the way mi grants themselves conceive of their history has been ignored, 
with the exception of Ljubomir BratiC's contributions5• An important step in the on
going reappraisal of the labour migrants' contemporary history was the exhibition 
»Gastarbajteri«, shown last year in the Wien Museum. The concept of this exhibition 
was to consciously avoid the worn-out and hegemonic argument of the >valuable con
tributions of the strangers< to Viennese culture and economy. Instead the exhibition 
highlighted the legal, political, economic and cultural situation of modern labour mi
grants, based on personal individual memories, photos and documents. This included 

3 Dejan MEDAKOVIC, Srbi u Beeu, Novi Sad 1998; Auf den Spuren der Kroaten in Österreich: Katalog zur 
Ausstellung 1996/97. Tragovima Hrvata u Austriji, ed. Marijan BRAJINOVIC, Vienna 1996; Smail BALlC, 
Das unbekannte Bosnien. Europas Brücke zur islamischen Welt, Cologne, Weimar, Vienna 1991 (Veröf
fentlichungen zur Realgeschichte, 23). 

4 Elisabeth LICHTENBERGER, Die Wohnverhältnisse der jugoslawischen Arbeitnehmer in Wien (Univ.
Dipl.-Arb. Universität Wien 1977); ID., Gastarbeiter. Leben in zwei Gesellschaften, Wien 1984; Rainer 
BAuBöcK, Demographische und soziale Struktur der jugoslawischen und türkischen Wohnbevölkerung 
in Österreich, in: Hannes WIMMER (ed.), Ausländische Arbeitskräfte in Österreich, Frankfurt a. M., 
New York 1986, pp. 181-240; Helga MATUSCHEK, Ausländerpolitik in Österreich 1962-1985. Der 
Kampf um und gegen die ausländische Arbeitskraft, in: Journal für Sozialforschung 2 (1985) 
pp. 159-198. 

5 Ljubomir BRATlC, Soziopolitische Netzwerke der Migrantinnen aus der ehemaligen Sozialis~chen 
Föderativen Republik Jugoslawien in Osterreich, in: Heinz FASSMANN, Irene STACHER (eds), Oster
reichischer Migrations- und Integrationsbericht. Demographische Entwicklungen - sozioökonomische 
Strukturen - rechtliche Rahmenbedingungen, KlagenfurtiCelovec 2003. 
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topics such as the self-organisation of migrants and remigration as weIl as trans-na
tionallinks of migrants6

• 

11. STRATEGIES 

In this complicated and partly hostile situation, it is the goal of my research to nego
tiate migrant historical presences to public spaces, such as academic discourses, edu
cation, media, exhibitions, etc. N ew research should make migrant memories part of 
mainstream history and general memory, making it unavoidable in Austrian as part of 
European histories. The focus is currently on the time period around 1900. Investiga
tions into the past forty years of labour migration and exile are in preparation7• 

Research on the so-called >fin de siede< or >Ära Lueger< has confirmed the assump
tion that Balkan migrants were notably different from today's, both in numerical and 
social terms. However, it is the conscious strategy of this research to describe lives of 
such mi grants in this crucial historical period, in order to provide present-day migrants 
with the opportunity to connect to migrant >predecessors< from similar regions. This 
is not a strategy to voluntarily construct an essential continuity, but, on the contrary, 
to carve out the discontinuities between (and among) both migrations. Thus contem
plation on the diversity of life experiences and belongings in time and space is fostered. 
Older attempts at writing migration history in this city wanted to reflect today's mi
grants in the mirror of (ethnically) different migrants in the past8• Following this logic 
present-day Turkish or Chinese migrants should be able to recognise themselves in the 
mirror of past Czech etc. migrants. As a variation of this principle, research into >ex
Yugoslav< migrants' his tory compares e.g. Serbian migrants of today with fin-de-siede 
Serbian migrants, which brings to light the above mentioned discontinuities and 
differences. Self-conceptions and conceptions of the Other are thus bleeding into each 
other as in the motto "we are strangers to ourselves«. 

The proposed history of migrants should offer all sorts of present-day migrants the 
possibility to find links to their own lives. Therefore, this history will not be limited 
to certain groups of persons, but will encompass as many different social, profession
al, political, religious, regional, cultural, and age positions as possible. No strategies of 
self-identification should be exduded. 

A basic principle of my research strategy is that connections, which existed (and that 
can be documented) should not be cut off for the sake of a dear-cut picture but should 
instead be kept in sight in order to show the interconnectedness of past reality. There-

6 Hakan GÜRSES, Cornelia KOGOI, Sylvia MAITL (eds), Gastarbajteri. 40 Jahre Arbeitsmigration, Vienna 
2004. 

7 Cf. Wladimir FISCHER, Migrant Voices in Vienna's Contemporary History, in: Cynthia BRoWN, Richard 
G. RODGER (eds), Constructing Urban Memories: The Role of Oral Testimony, Aldershot [in print] 
(Historical Urban Studies). 

8 Hildegard PRUCKNER, Waltraud WElSCH (eds), Schmelztiegel Wien einst und jetzt. Didaktisches Bei
heft, Vienna, Cologne 1990. 
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fore, the basic model of historical description is a network-model or a rhizomatic one 
instead of a systematic hierarchie model. This means to follow traces where they lead 
to, and to stop following them only when the number of links decreases significantly. 
Admittedly, with this method, one can easily be distracted from central to peripheral 
phenomena, but the conscious strategy of this history is exactly to allow for such peri
pherality and >untypical< cases. 

Both individual and communal perspectives will be described in this history. One 
important aim is to follow individual persons' traces in the archives, to describe their 
family relations, to reconstruct their biographies and to revisit the spaces they in
habited, the impressions they made on the scribes of the records. Another goal is to 
construct from the links of these individual persons networks with communal char
acter: family bonds, social clusters, cultural constellations, houses, clubs, gangs, etc. 
These should be complemented with contemporary concepts of such communities as 
expressed in dedarations, statutes, periodicals etc. 

In both individual and communal contexts it is important to consider periodisations 
that might have made sense for migrants. These might be different for different mi
grants, but still there should have been plausible tuming points for wider groups. For 
instance, the legal framework of Heimatrecht, which underwent important trans
formations in the late 19th century, should have had an impact on migrants' lives, as 
well as on the policies and rhetoric of the city and on the national government(s), for 
example concerning religious minorities. Such legal circumstances, of course, will have 
affected Balkan mi grants in different ways according to their religious affiliations and 
also to many other factors. 

It is not the aim of this migrants' his tory to construct an imaginary community of 
the past. If there were structures, strings of events, series of archivaI entries, this should 
not serve to petrify the fluidity of migrant presences. Consequently, my study does 
not narrate migration as a story whose closure should be successful settlement but 
rather treats re-migrations of different types as constitutive phenomena of mi grants' 
history. 

One drawback of migrants' histories is that they tend to be classified as specialised 
histories, and therefore can only exist in small niches of mainstream historiography. 
Therefore a history of (Balkan) migrants in Vienna should be as diverse as other his
tori es, including aspects not only of a politicaI, cultural and social history but also of 
a history of ideas, of criminality, a gender history, urban history, and other >hyphen
ated< histories. In other words, this strategy provides several entries to other histori
ographies, which lead not only via political and/or cultural histories. If diverse per
spectives on and aspects of history are present in this concept, it should be easier to 
argue that migrants' history is apart of general history in many different fields. 

It is the explicit intention of my research to subvert hegemonic conceptions of mi
gration his tory. Nationalist, functionalist and elitist histories are already available 
and I do not want to add yet another contribution to these projects. Although it is of 
course possible to extract from the projected historiographie work exploitable infor
mation in such a way of thinking, the dose links to histories that are deemed un
desirable in such discourses (poverty and crime for instance) should help boycott 
these readings. 
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Instead of erecting a monument, my work is designed to offer locatable links to the 
past. This means to trace personal biographies, legal contexts, images, social positions, 
and interactions of persons and authorities, and to connect these both between each 
other and to actual places in the cityscape. 

IH. >BALKAN MIGRANTS< AROUND 1900 
MATERIAL, METHODS, RESULTS 

The archival situation is not favourable to migrants' history, especially not to the his
tory of labour migration. Migrants of the >lower classes< left their traces unwillingly, 
in most cases, with the authorities which tried to control them. Only those mi grants 
who decided to stay in the city and/or were wealthy enough to bestow their heirs with 
money, created a >track< of documents which we can follow in the archives. Therefore, 
this history is more similar to an archaeology of migration than to a systematic, let 
alone quantitative history. Rather we have to study single findings, which have luckily 
come upon us, very intensely in order to think about the lives of migrants. Documents 
by mi grants themselves turn up rather as serendipity. 

Generally, it is more difficult to find non-Orthodox persons, because their birth cer
tificates etc. are scattered over several hundreds of Catholic churches and Synagogues, 
which used to serve as registry offices as weH. As in most archives of the world, more 
mobile and less wealthy migrants are harder to find. For the case of migrants from the 
Southeast it means that an overrepresentation of middle dass orthodox persons is to 
be expected. Methods to counteract that research dynamic will be discussed below. 

A >representative< picture of the migrants from the countries, which used to be 
Yugoslavia for a couple of decades, is neither a realistic goal nor is it desirable. What I 
am more interested in is to show the scope of the diversity that was present among 
these migrants. In describing this, of course it is helpful to provide information on ap
proximate numbers of such migrants, their social, regional, religious, age, and gender 
composition and some turning points for their presence in the city and for the quali
ty of this presence. This information, however, I am treating with care and I am pre
senting it as reported from several sources, inconclusive as it iso What I would like to 
avoid is constructing yet another image of manageable clear-cut population segments. 
It is however safe to propose some theses based on material collected in the archives, 
stored in a relational person-document database with over 1,500 personal data entries: 
• The entire number of migrants from a territory, which used to be part of a Yugoslav 

republic, was relatively small compared to Czech migrants. 
• Among these migrants there was a relatively smaH group of orthodox-oriental mi

grants, mainly Serbs from Southern Hungary, Croatia and Dalmatia; in social terms 
these can be characterised as middle dass. 

• Amid >orthodox-oriental< migrants again two larger social groups can be identified, 
i.e. merchants (especiaHy livestock dealers) and craftsmen (mainly cobblers, tailors 
and hairdressers). 
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• Two special groups were made up by Serbian citizens and Czechs (Austrian citi
zens) of the >orthodox-oriental< denomination. 

• Only a few members of these groups were maidservants or unskilled labourers. 
• Catholic mi grants originated mainly from Carniola, Dalmatia and Istria (today 

Slovenia and Croatia). 
• They were more diverse in social terms, because they were either career mi grants 

(especially civil servants ) but also unskilled labourers. 
• Among most listed groups were also Jews. 
• The same goes for German-speaking mi grants, especially from Carniola, but also 

from Dalmatia, Istria and Hungary, who were often civil servants or spouses. 
In order to make more sense of the material I proceed from data such as the Serbian 
Orthodox church books and combine these prosopographic data with information 
from other sources such as work-books, testaments, guilds' administration, social wel
fare institutions, etc. I am deciding which information to include not from an apriori 
typology of ethnic communities or similar apriori assumptions but by the links and 
connections that are revealed by the sources. Thus, for example, although taking a per
son of the Orthodox faith as a starting point because of his or her ethnic background, 
links to persons of other backgrounds will not be faded out (for the sake of thematic 
consisteney) but included together with these persons. Via these links Czechs andJews 
and >Germans<, etc. come into foeus as well. What is more, instead of taking these links 
as indicators of >contacts of communities<, i.e. instead of transferring interpersonal con
tacts to a level of simplistic anthropomorphism, I am treating such links as vertical con
nections across certain power lines such as ethnicity, religion and gender. The strategy 
of looking for differenees instead of regularities permits to show a whole bandwidth 
of diverse soeial positions, in which migrants from different regions found themselves, 
in eombination with different frameworks such as laws, authorities' practices, en
vironmental influences, ideologies, passions and more. This approach reveals historieal 
reality, which would remain invisible with other methods. For instance, such abstract 
phenomena as inter-group marriage and conversion can be shown as choices of indi
vidual people. On this level we can see that there were, against the mainstream, also 
people who converted from Catholicism ta Orthodoxy, among them even men, such 
as eavalry officer Johann Nepomuk Sturm who married Almeria Enescu, and even 
changed his first names to Wladimir when he taok on the new confession. Obvious
ly, dass and status played a role here, whieh also beeomes apparent considering that 
the cavalryman's conversion was testified by wholesaler Theodor Ostoits. This was in 
contrast to cases such as Demeter MiskoviC's and Maria Hofstädter's who had an ille
gitimate son. He had been baptised catholic like his mother but converted to his 
father's faith at the age of 17. There is more, as the low-level career migration, which 
had many different faces. Slovenian policemen from Carniola for instanee were con
centrated in one building in Vienna's third district, while other officials such as postal 
workers and financial administrators from similar regions were dispersed in several 
quarters, some of whom arrived without family. Others, like one of the few orthodox 
officials, high ranking Demeter Petrovits from Panesova, could move to Vienna 
because they already had a network reaching to the capital, as in this case, through god
fathering baby Paul Gruic, son of a railway official. 
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Other notable people we can encounter in the archival material are as diverse as 
Stana Radunov, an unmarried Orthodox mother from Dalmatia working as a maid; 
Rosalia Petkovits, a Croatian cook, who lived in her employers' apartment; Nikolaus 
Ndkovic, a Serbian waiter who died of tuberculosis; the OstojiC', a Serbian Vojvo
dinian family, which erected a little empire based on pig trade and paper bag produc
tion. There are networks of Serbian tailors who lived in a surprising symbiosis with 
orthodox Czech colleagues, based on the shared denomination, Croatian officers suc
cessful in the Military Academy but also a Croatian cadet, who socialised with so
called Plattenbrüdern, members of Vienna's >dangerous classes<, and who was sacked 
from the Infantry School because of sexual and violent breaches of discipline. There is 
the Orthodox parish priest Eugen Kozak who spent his old days as a singer in a 
Bukovinian prison; Maria Redthammer, a Bavarian actress, divorced daughter of an un
married woman, who converted to the Orthodox faith;Jacob and Maria Böhm, aJew
ish/ Atheist couple who let their child be baptised >orthodox-oriental<; organised Ser
bian barbers and hairdressers like Tima and Amalia Milkov; officers' servants such as 
Peter Matkovic, and many students, a group from which of course partly emerged a 
row of >notable< Slovenian, Croatian, and Serbian men and women, among them mu
sicians, officers, writers, scholars, and so forth, again with very diverse biographies. In
stances of the lives of these people are locatable in hospitals, barracks, hornes of em
ployers, workshops, apartments, apartment houses, churches, market places and of 
course in the offices of the authorities, in courtrooms and prisons ... and cemeteries. 


