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Citizens without Borders: Yugoslavia and Its Migrant Workers in 
Western Europe. By Brigitte Le Normand. Toronto: University of  
Toronto Press, 2021. 286 pp.

The most recent monograph by historian Brigitte Le Normand, Citizens 
without Borders: Yugoslavia and Its Migrant Workers in Western Europe, explores the 
relationship between the Yugoslav state and its migrant workers during the 
1960s and 1970s. Like other parts of  the European South in the post-World War 
II era, Yugoslavia witnessed mass migration to the economically booming states 
of  Western Europe, first and foremost to the Federal Republic of  Germany. 
Yugoslavia was unique in being the only state-socialist country that officially 
permitted migration to the capitalist side of  the Iron Curtain, and Le Normand 
reconstructs key features of  this migration with empathy for the protagonists 
which is matched by her scholarly rigor.

How migrants were perceived and constructed as subjects is the focus of  
the first two empirical chapters of  the monograph. Le Normand then proceeds 
to unpack the ways in which the Yugoslav authorities at a range of  levels, from 
the federal and republican right down to the municipal, sought to build and 
maintain relationships with Yugoslavs abroad and how migrants responded to 
these efforts. This represents the bulk of  the study, seven of  the ten chapters. 
The Yugoslav authorities intervened to shape migrants’ understandings of  
home and to advocate on their behalf, in part to ensure that the understanding 
of  these migrants as “our workers temporarily employed aboard” retained some 
of  its plausibility and thus kept these individuals within the fold of  the imagined 
community of  Yugoslavia.

Le Normand draws on sources from historical archives in Croatia and 
Serbia as well as Yugoslav scholarly publications, print media, and films from the 
1960s and 1970s. The exclusive focus on Yugoslav sources (as opposed to, say, 
historical archives in Germany and Austria) is a well-considered choice justified 
by her argument that the Yugoslav authorities had similar worries and hopes 
for Yugoslav migrants, regardless of  which Western European state they were 
located in. Approaching a large phenomenon like Yugoslav migration to Western 
Europe, which involved millions of  people by the 1980s, necessarily involves a 
degree of  selectivity. Le Normand’s approach has been to focus on the Serbo-
Croatian speaking, Yugoslav-side of  a broader transnational web of  actors as 
she documents the Yugoslav state’s cultural, informational, and educational 
programming across Western Europe during the 1960s and 1970s.
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The introduction provides a succinct historiography of  Yugoslav labor 
migration in Europe, noting that it was hardly a novel phenomenon, as 
patterns of  seasonal and long-term migration had existed previously, often on 
a mass scale. Le Normand draws on Yugoslav social scientists who produced 
much research on migration as it was happening (e.g., Ivo Baučić), as well as 
outsiders who began to weigh in on the evolution of  Yugoslav labor migration 
policy and the extent to which it would facilitate development or not (Carl 
Ulrich Schierup). Yugoslav disintegration and war shifted the attention of  
researchers to different kinds of  migrants, namely refugees and people who 
were becoming part of  a growing diaspora. Over the course of  the past two 
decades, however, researchers have returned to the topic of  labor migration 
with the critical distance that comes with hindsight. Le Normand sets the stage 
here for an exploration of  elements of  mass migration in postwar Yugoslavia, 
problematizing the ways in which knowledge about migrants was produced, 
measured, and (re)framed by the Yugoslav state and assessing how migrants 
were governed and administered transnationally. She very quickly deconstructs 
knowledge production achieved by drawing on the work of  social scientists 
(i.e., experts with claims to objectivity), and cultural knowledge expressed 
through film (with film being informed by both expert knowledge and 
stereotypes, cultural tropes, anxieties, and the creative impetus of  individual 
filmmakers) is presented as a productive way to gain insight into how labor 
migrants were perceived by Yugoslav society. Chapter Three provides a deeply 
insightful overview of  migrants on film, with the common thread being 
that the phenomenon of  migration and individual migrants are portrayed as 
problematic or somehow deviant. What remains to be addressed, however, is 
the reception of  such films by their audiences. How were these film narratives 
interpreted by Yugoslavs at home and abroad?

Chapter Four examines the phenomenon of  the Zagreb-based radio show 
“To Our Citizens of  the World” and the creation of  an affective community 
and central node connecting migrants and their families and friends, as well 
as state institutions. The agency of  migrants comes to the fore here with the 
claim made by program director Cino Handl that migrants were a particularly 
challenging and sophisticated audience. Following this, Le Normand turns the 
focus to the Croatian periphery of  Imotski, a major center for labor migration. 
This chapter (the fifth) provides a microstudy of  the Croatian Spring, which 
politicized the issue of  labor migration during what was probably the most 
serious crisis of  Tito’s Yugoslavia until the 1980s. In Chapter Six, the focus 
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is expanded to Western Europe, as Le Normand examines how the Yugoslav 
state turned to associational life to address ideological contradictions in its 
labor migration policy and to counter the influence of  émigré groups that were 
hostile to newly arrived migrants. Such associations can be considered “nodes 
in a transnational web of  governance” (p.138), going beyond the notion of  an 
imagined community (such as radio and print media) to offer concrete sites for 
an embodied experience of  home and community making.

Voice is again given to migrants in Chapter Seven through an analysis of  
responses to surveys conducted by the Zagreb-based Institute for Migration 
and Nationality. The timeframe, 1970–1971, ensures that the socioeconomic 
and political issues of  concern coalescing around the Croatian Spring remained 
prominent and migrants “talked back” about how to best “fix” Yugoslavia. The 
final two empirical chapters focus on education. Chapter Eight reconstructs the 
attempts to build a transnational education system for the second-generation 
Yugoslavs in Western Europe by drawing on the experience of  other southern 
European countries and taking into account the need to cohere with the 
policies of  host states. Chapter Nine then extends this discussion to include 
perspectives on the women and men who facilitated this education. Yugoslav 
teachers in Western European states demonstrated considerable agency despite 
being constrained by the states which were hosting them and the states which 
had sent them. It also considers the themes of  importance for migrants, above 
all love for the homeland (with the homeland being quite often diffuse or not 
fully defined). 

Homeland, in its “nested” form, i.e., extending outwards from the family 
and the local community all the way to the republic and the federation, is again 
invoked in the conclusion, in which Le Normand maps out suggestions for 
other fruitful avenues for future research, including perspectives from outside 
the Serbo-Croatian core which this study focuses on and a more thorough 
exploration of  the dynamics of  migration and return migration in the 1980s 
during the mounting tensions of  the post-Tito era. Le Normand has provided an 
extremely comprehensive and readable account of  the multifaceted phenomenon 
of  Yugoslav labor migration. The study covers a lot of  ground; in fact, each 
individual chapter could be extended into a much longer standalone study. The 
most innovative feature is the way in which the author deftly moves between the 
various levels of  analysis to offer empirically varied perspectives of  the Yugoslav 
state (from the municipal level to the federal level) and the individual migrants. 
The book is likely to be of  interest not only to scholars of  Yugoslavia but also 
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to readers with an interest in migration history more generally. It is surely one of  
the most authoritative accounts of  Yugoslav labor migration, and it will feature 
prominently in further research and teaching on this subject.
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