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Abstract

Th e main aim of this paper is to outline some specifi c phenomena in the problematic of immigrants 
and descendants of immigrants of Yugoslavian origin in Denmark. Due to its marginal importance 
on both sides (Denmark as well as the former Yugoslavian countries) the topic has been neglected 
academically.

Th e focus of this paper is mostly concentrated on the question of belonging and identity of 
younger generations. Th erefore, it contains a summary of the historical, cultural and social back-
ground experienced by migrants in their communities. It will also contextualize the main character-
istics of specifi c aspects of everyday life in detail. Further, topics regarding identity with its various 
aspects will be discussed. 

A crucial part is based on the fi eld research itself. Th e opinions of interviewed migrants open up 
a discussion about current topics and show unexpected results. 

Th e stress is put on an overview of the relations between the majority Danish society and the 
young migrants. Danish society possesses certain cultural codes, which can be very diffi  cult to rec-
ognize and internalize for foreign individuals. 
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1. Introduction

Th is paper consists of selected topics from a bachelor’s thesis in an upgraded 
summarized and abridged form. Th e whole study was defended in September 
2012 as a fi nal thesis in the Department of South Slavonic and Balkan studies, 
Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague. 
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Th e main sources included in this study, were collected during an academic 
stay in Denmark during the year 2012,1 these will be supplemented by materials 
from the Czech Republic and from southeast European countries. A lot of pro-
gress was made as a result of the consultations in the home and host universi-
ties, contacts with some Danish institutions and participation in several minority 
clubs and associations. 

Th e fi eld research was carried out over 6 months, in several Danish cities. Th e 
focus was put on migrants originating in Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 
and Kosovo. Questionnaires in Croatian, Serbian and Albanian were prepared, 57 
samples were collected. In-depth interviews were applied as a qualitative method 
of the research in 13 cases. Th e aim of the research was to establish the structure 
and circumstances of the diaspora from the post-Yugoslav countries. Diffi  culties 
occurred in searching for precise data and identifying relevant literature as the 
declared ethnic origin in some of the sources was sometimes obscure.2 Many of 
the studies were published in Danish. 

Due to many the languages used in this paper, all the quotations are translated 
into English, the original version can always be found in the footnotes (some se-
condary thoughts of respondents are exceptions). 

Th ere are approximately 46 000 individuals from Serbia, Montenegro, Mace-
donia, Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina in Denmark (SD). Th e “Yugoslavs” 
are the state’s second biggest minority.3 A great deal of shared experience connects 
immigrants from former Yugoslavia and people of Yugoslav origin with the other 
immigrant groups within Denmark – for example Turks, Pakistanis – neverthe-
less their attitude and attitudes towards them might diff er strongly. 

Leoš Šatava states that “the fact of emigration has far reaching impact; it does 
not only aff ect the migrants but also continues to play a role in the life of their 
children and in some ways also all the descendants born in the new environ-
ment4” (Satava 1989: 27–28). 

2.  Contextual framework of the problematic

 2.1. Denmark as a receiving country 

Jana Chaloupková and Petra Šalamounová note in their refl ection on the com-
parative analysis European Social Survey 2002 that “diff erent attitudes towards 

1  Th e Erasmus programme was the umbrella organization providing the stay at the University 
of Aarhus.

2  For example Statistics Denmark (SD) register incomers by their declaration without ethnic 
attribute – the term “Yugoslav” does not specify if one is Macedonian, Serbian, Montenegrin, etc.

3  Th ose who have acquired Danish citizenship are not counted.
4  “Fakt emigrace má dalekosáhlejší dopad; nevztahuje se vlastně jen na emigranty samotné, ale 

v určitém smyslu v prodloužení i na jejich děti a v jistém ohledu na všechny potomky narozené dále 
v novém prostředí.”
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immigration in European countries depend on many social, economic, political, 
cultural factors (…) it is supposed that they (the attitudes) might be aff ected also 
by the percentage and structure of the migrants coming to the country5” (Chalo-
upková, Salamounová 2006: 64). Public opinion about whether a particular im-
migration is benefi cial is related to the openness of the society6 (Chaloupkova, 
Salamounová 2006: 73).

Denmark was for long time a relatively homogeneous country with a mini-
mum of minorities. Th e diff ering attitudes to immigration policy in Denmark, 
Sweden and Norway can be explained by historical experience.

Harald F. Moore argues that the cultivation of “Danishness” has been present 
since the period of the Danish empire. Aft er the fall of the empire, an inward loo-
king perspective caused internal aff airs to become the only state priority (Moore 
2010: 363). We can also observe distant relations with international institutions 
such as the EU. By July 2001 Swedes could hold dual citizenship (Gustafson 2002: 
463) and the approach to minorities could be classifi ed as multicultural, while 
Denmark rather leant towards the concept of “self-suffi  ciency” with an assimi-
lationist tendency (Hedetoft  2008: i). Th e Norwegian Fremskrittsparti (Progress 
parties) and the Danish Dansk Folkeparti (Danish people’s party – DFP) are exam-
ples of hard right wing anti-immigration parties.7

Th e fi rst wave of migration to Denmark appeared during the 1950s and was 
known as guest workers’ migration8 (Pedersen, Smith 2001: 3). Until the late 
sixties, incomers could freely enter the country. Th e fi rst guest workers to arri-
ve were Yugoslavs, aft erwards came Turks and Pakistani workers, most of whom 
were employed in the unskilled sectors. Th e “Danish freeze” came during 1973. 
Th is meant a total ban on newcomers, however guest workers had the right to 
remain in Denmark “aft er 1974 they had the option of family reunion that came 
to act as a new source of immigration” (Pedersen, Smith 2001: 8).

During the mid ’80s, immigration rose again, this time due to waves of refu-
gees. Th e social atmosphere changed and offi  cial state spheres started to deba-
te the issue.9 We can observe, that solidarity movements towards some refugee 
groups developed (Iranians, Albanians from Kosovo…). In the ’90s, the number 
of refugees from Yugoslavia and Somalia rose (Jensen, Pedersen 2007: 95). Danish 

5  “Rozdílné postoje k přistěhovalectví v evropských zemích jsou podmíněny řadou sociálních, 
ekonomických, politických i kulturních faktorů … lze ale předpokládat, že postojové klima k mig-
rantům může být ovlivněno i podílem a strukturou přistěhovalců, kteří do země přicházejí.”

6  Otevřenost veřejnosti souvisí s jejím názorem, zda je migrace přínosem.
7  Moore comments that “It is clear that economics, distrust in government, xenophobia, and 

the strong desire to protect Norwegian and Danish culture and heritage motivated the rise of the far 
right” (Moore 2010: 362−363).

8  In German gastarbeitern, Danish gæstarbejderne, Croatian, Bosnian , Serbian gastarbajteri.
9  Signs of a xenophobic climate in society arose. Eszter Körmendi suggests that the attitude to-

wards refugees was more negative than towards immigrants in the year 1985 (Körmendi 1986: 140).
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integration policy became much stricter from 1998.10 Discussions about identity 
and homogeneity of “little Denmark” (Ulf Hedetoft ’s term) at the beginning of the 
new millennium followed. Political opposition took this to be “a serious threat to 
[Denmark’s] history, culture…” (Hedetoft  2003: 1)

In this phase, serious problems concerning the introduction of immigrants to 
the labour market and pressure on the welfare state arose.11 OECD surveys repea-
tedly warned, that Denmark’s level of relative unemployment among immigrants 
was the highest and the most alarming (Nielsen et al. 2001: 1). Th is phenomenon 
is connected to the employment sector chosen by young immigrants and their low 
educational attainment.

Danish society was going through several transformation processes regarding 
the question of accepting foreign newcomers. Hedetoft  states that the previous 
humanitarian feelings and need to help were replaced by the sceptical approach 
of the 90s. Th e main reservations were represented by the questions: “What’s the 
benefi t for us?”, “Can Danishness survive the religious and civilisational challen-
ge?”, “How can we deal with criminal immigrants and ethnic ghettoes?”, “Can the 
universalist welfare model survive?” (Hedetoft  2003: 3).

Danish society is based on attributes of stability and security of the system. 
Danes do believe in their authorities very strongly. Th e Scandinavian welfare mo-
del, which was already mentioned, is an important part of an individual’s life, 
but recently has also been seen as a “welfare magnet.” Agreeing with the Borjas’s 
model, Pedersen and Smith declare that Denmark tends “to attract less qualifi ed 
immigrants from the poor countries while the more qualifi ed immigrants (and 
Danes) may prefer other countries with a lower tax pressure and less generous 
social welfare schemes” (Pedersen, Smith 2001: 22). 

In light of this changing attitude it is logical, that the authorities focused on 
repatriation. However, about 70% of immigrants remain in the country even 10 
years aft er their arrival (Jensen, Pedersen 2007: 107). Most of them come from less 
developed countries and that leads to an unintended consequence, that “Th ose 
immigrants who are most easily integrated into the labour market leave again, 
while those for whom integration is the largest challenge, stay in the country” 
(Jensen, Pedersen 2007: 10). 

According to Pedersen and Smith’s study, “Danish immigrants do not assimila-
te completely but aft er 10 years of residence in Denmark the estimated diff erence 
between a Dane and an immigrant with the same characteristics, except for immi-
grant status, is rather small” (2001: 18).

Moore and Wren explain the stigmatization of immigrants due to their 
“othering” – non-natives are unconsciously understood as “the extraneous.” Th is 

10  For example from 1992 the reunifi cation rules were more severe, further restrictions came in 
1998, 2000 (“24 rule” etc.) (Fenger-Grøndahl, Nissen 2006: 34).

11  Th e age composition of migrants highlights the fact that in the coming decades the employ-
ment situation of the second generation will be crucial for the Danish economy (Pedersen, Smith 
2001: 2).
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perception can persist until third generation “immigrants” (!) who were born in 
Denmark (Wren in: Moore 2010: 361).

My conclusion from the analysis of the data and the fi eld work regarding the 
attitude of Danes towards immigrants is as follows. Th e attempt to incorporate 
“ethnic non-Danes” to the Danish system (economically, politically, culturally, so-
cially), and their integration without taking them out of the category “non-Dane,” 
leads to mutual incomprehension of the social status of each entity (ethnic Dan-
es – ethnic “non-Danes”). Th ese separate understandings are not transmitted be-
tween the two exclusive cultural frameworks. 

 2.2. Emigration from SFRY

Migrations from the former Yugoslavia have not had a consistent character, 
their participants were not from the same group and in the defi ned periods were 
motivated in diff erent ways. Th ese distinctions are valid for various ethnic groups 
and also vary within each migration wave. Th e sixties emigration from Yugoslavia 
originated in unemployment, agrarian overpopulation, low salaries, the question 
of housing and many others. 

From the second half of the decade chain migration can be observed (Grečić 
1975: 208). With time, the trend extended to the skilled and highly qualifi ed wor-
kers, and aff ected the whole country. Some areas could be considered to have 
high emigration. Th eir fi nal destinations off ered job vacancies which were not 
satisfactory for the domestic population. Th e “Guest workforce” was accepted on 
a temporary basis for a certain period of time.12

At the end of the ’60s, Denmark was beginning to attract spontaneous mi-
grants because of the slowdown in economic activity in Western Germany, so the 
search for a new destination was one of the solutions (Pedersen 1999: 152).

For most “‘the promised land’ was the country that one had left  and not Den-
mark or Sweden, which represented only a means to an end…” (Schierup, Alund 
1986: 25). In the year 1986, the number of Yugoslavs in Denmark was estimated 
at 7  000 individuals with Yugoslav citizenship13 (including mainly Wallachians 
[specifi cally Serbs], then Macedonians, Montenegrins, “Muslims”,14 Croats,15 

12  “Th is guest-worker migration was (wrongly) assumed to be temporary and reversible” 
(Heath, Rothon, Kilpi 2008: 213).

13  It is unknown how many people already obtained Danish citizenship (Schierup, Alund 1986: 
24).

14  According to the research of Jeppesen from 1989, 25% of respondents, who declare to be 
Muslims, are supposed to be ethnic Albanians, Macedonians, Bosnians (Jeppesen 1989: 172). Th ey 
have a common rural background (Jeppesen 1990).

15  Croats are mentioned in Keld Buciek, J. Ole Bærenholdt and Kristine Juul’s article. “While 
the picture of the Yugoslavs (Serbs and Croats respectively) as sticking together in ethnic associati-
ons has some truth to it…” (Buciek, Bærenholdt, Juul 2006: 191).

The question of identity among young people originating from selected...
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other ethnicities are not mentioned in any of the sources used16). For instance, 
Wallachians migrated “to earn as much as possible for raising one’s material stan-
dard and status in the village of origin” (Schierup, Alund 1986:26). Wallachians 
migrated mainly from the Kladovo and Negotin region, Macedonians were usu-
ally from the southwest part of the country, Montenegrins came from the eastern 
part (Sandžak). Most of the Yugoslav guest workers moved to the Sjælland island 
(Copenhagen and its surroundings). Th eir labour productivity was well-known 
(it was even higher than the Danish standard – signifi cant years 1981–1982) (Ped-
ersen 1999: 178−179).  Th e home country tried to keep contact with its exiles. 
Th ese initiatives ran through the organizations and clubs founded in the fi nal des-
tinations. Migrants were being put in the position, where they needed to decide 
whether to stay or not. Baučić names the situation “continuing temporariness”17 
when a long-term dream of a return becomes distant and unfeasible.18 

During the 80s, Danish was frequently used within the communities and the 
majority Danish community viewed Yugoslavs as the most integrated minority, 
due to their similarities to Denmark in the cultural and religious spheres. Dur-
ing the confl ict in the former Yugoslavia, Denmark helped in the Croatian and 
Bosnian camps in situ as well as accepting immigrants. Forced migrations were 
usually directed to the countries where previous migration waves had already 
arrived. Th is could infl uence the families’ decision about which destination to 
choose. Respondents from the former Yugoslavia indicated how they came to be 
in Denmark. 1) Due to chance, 2) because of someone else’s decision (for example 
aft er being rejected by another country), 3) specifi cally being rejected because the 
country of arrival was not accepting any more people, 4) they were given an op-
portunity to go to Denmark while residing in some other temporary destination, 
5) at that time, they did not have any other choice (for example, when Sweden and 
Norway closed the borders). Some of them were transported directly by Danish 
institutions. Most of the Albanian refugees were transported from the Stenkovac 
refugee camp in Macedonia (Dansk Røde Kors 1999: 7). 

Nevertheless, “[by] September 1995 Denmark [had] received nearly 18.000 
refugees from Bosnia-Herzegovina and approximately 4.000 from other parts of 
former Yugoslavia. Th is [was] the largest group of refugees Denmark [had] re-
ceived since the Second World War…,” as J. Lidved Madsen and H. M. Fosseldorff  
note (Madsen, Fosseldorff  1995: 11). Th e number of Albanians from Kosovo rose 
to the fi nal sum of 3 000 refugees in 1999. Most of the incomers were placed in 
asylum camps. Th e Danish authorities took a diff erent stand in each situation 

16  It is strongly connected to the topic of invisibility. 
17  “Trajna privremenost.”
18  “Continuing temporariness.” Compare with Jasna Čapo-Žmegač, where respondent Kata te-

lls the story “We came to Germany, you know how it was then. Five years, that was it at the most we 
said, fi ve years and that’s it. Th en, we shall go home to work in farming. Now those fi ve years have 
become 36 years” (Čapo-ŽmegaČ 2005: 39). Miri Song states, that not only parents keep the “myth 
of return,” sometimes it is transmitted to the third generation (Song 2003: 116). 

Petra Šťastná

2 łamanie.indd   2282 łamanie.indd   228 2015-05-05   13:36:592015-05-05   13:36:59



229

(Bosnian refugee case, Albanian refugees). As a result, the amount of time for the 
legal processes as well as the integration strategies diff ered. 

Th e eff ort to repatriate Bosnian refugees was not as successful as in the Alba-
nian case.19 Contemporary trends show a growth in “brain gain” migration. Young 
and talented individuals leave their home countries (mainly from the EU member 
states due to its ease – Romania, Bulgaria) and participate in the Danish educa-
tional and employment spheres (Albanians, Serbs, Bosnians). 

 2.3. Social, cultural context (education, employment,
language, housing) 

As Vibeke Jakobsen and Nina Smith state, “young immigrants from Ex-Yu-
goslavia seem to prefer the vocational training system to theoretic education” (Ja-
kobsen, Smith 2003: 14). We have to bear in mind the fact, that respondents in 
this study are from the second generation of working migrants.20 In the former 
Yugoslavia, a lot of stress among scholars was put on research into the new ge-
neration of children abroad. Th e conclusion from various studies indicated sub-
-optimal development.21  

Th e introduction of migrants to the workforce can also be a problematic issue. 
Another question in the problematic is a lack of social mobility (based on inter-
generational transmission as stated in several studies, young generations tend to 
follow their parents in their occupation). Kristina Grünenberg says that the rate 
of social mobility among migrants is low. Th e problems of unemployment and 
employment undervaluation are present (Grünenbrg 2006: 13). Another question 
related to this problematic is whether the “non-Dane” with his disadvantaged 
position can “climb up” the career ladder. Jeppesen states, that with a pragmatic 
approach it is possible. Examples are young people of Pakistani origin who “have 
succeeded in improving their opportunities in Danish society” (Jeppesen 1990: 
8). An explanation might be found within Danish society itself. Th e Pakistani 
community maintains a strong cultural identity. As its members are immediately 

19  Th e results are as follows: by DFH (Dansk Flygtningehjælp – Danish refugee aid institution) 
only 800 registered people returned by 1997 (Kjær 1998: 43). Besides the return to the home counry, 
“fra sommeren 1994 til marts 1998 emigrerede desuden 1.070 bosniske fl ygtninge til tredjeland” 
(“from summer 1994 until March 1998, 1070 Bosnian refugees emigrated to third countries”) (Fre-
deriksen 1995: 6).

20  In Jakobsen and Smith’s research 22% of respondents were Muslims (Jakobsen, Smith 2003). 
21  We name only a few authors discussing this problematic. Fulgosi et al. come to the conclusi-

on, that children growing up in Germany do not receive enough patience regarding their cognitive 
functions, therefore it has an impact on their mental health (“djeca naših radnika u Njemačkoj ne 
rastu u okolini koja optimizira razvitak njihovih kognitivnih funkcija. To se osobito odražava na 
semantičko-simboličkim funkcijama. Ta okolina, osim toga, pogoduje razvoju njihova neuroticizma 
i emocionalne nestabilnosti, a zaustavlja ili ne podržava razvitak njihove društvenosti”) (Fulgosi et 
al. 1985: 12). 

The question of identity among young people originating from selected...
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visibly diff erent and there is no possiblity for them to look like “Danes,” there is 
no reason (or practical benefi t) for them to make an eff ort to “become Danes.” 
Descendants with refugee origin might come through this process faster.

Th e spoken language of a migrant may be recognizable by some particular ac-
cent or other variations from the norm. According to research in 1989, the second 
generation of “Yugoslav” guest workers had the best knowledge of the language 
(85% of interviewees spoke perfect Danish) (Jeppesen 1989).22 About 30% talked 
to their children in Danish (Jeppesen 1989). Th e fi rst generation usually has tro-
ubles in comprehending the new linguistic environment while the second genera-
tion is well adapted to the linguistic conditions and may forget the native language 
or make grammar mistakes. Th is pattern can be applied to the descendants of 
refugees too. Th e brain gain generation struggles due to the wider knowledge of 
English in Denmark which makes the process of learning Danish as a common 
language harder.23 

Th ere might also be diff erences in the housing opportunities of Wallachians 
and Ex-Yugoslavian refugees from the 90s. Th e intention of Wallachians was to 
build houses that did not diff er in any way from the others.24 Some refugees and 
their descendants are also successful in this endeavour, others live in state-sup-
ported housing with a high density of immigrants. However, residential segrega-
tion is not offi  cially practised. Th ey are unlikely to be found in well-known “ghet-
tos” and “dangerous parts of the cities” such as Gellerup in Aarhus, Vollsmose in 
Odense or Nørrebro in Copenhagen. However, they may visit these localities to 
buy the products that are sold there (either from their shops or Turkish shops as 
the goods are similar).25

Th e children lose a signifi cant overview of the general and cultural facts of Yugoslavia, as the 
language and culture of the host country interferes (Jukić 1985: 15). Further, the mother tongue gets 
poorer, especially in the fi eld of lexis, writing skills are also very poor (Pavlinić-Wolf, Anić, Ivezić 
1985: 37). A dilemma of identity and “migration qualities” arises – children do not want to return 
but also do not accept the host country (Milojević 1985: 53). 

22  Jakobsen and Smith argue, that “A very good language profi ciency increases the probability 
of having completed or being enrolled at a qualifying education by about 31% for Turkish immig-
rants, 23% for Pakistani immigrants, and as much as 41% for Ex-Yugoslavian immigrants” (Jakob-
sen, Smith 2003: 28).

23  It is very common and popular to use English in Denmark. All the generations use it, or 
when they fi nd out that someone’s Danish is not perfect, they switch to it. 

24  Juul adds: “while the houses in the home town are built to impress, the Serbs’ houses in Den-
mark usually look like any other house on the road: indeed, the owners take pride in not having any 
sign of diff erence displayed on the facade” (Juul 2011: 245).

25  It is worth mentioning the progress of these groceries. Four years ago the Aarhus oriental 
market contained Bazar Vest (http://www.bazarvest.dk/, accessed: 15.7.2012) a Bosnian shop. Today 
Bosnians visit Turkish or Arabic shops where many products are imported from Sweden (http://
www.plivit-trade.com/sv/default.aspx, accessed: 20.4.2012). 
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3. Identity Choice

 3.1. Constructions of collective and Individual Identity

3.1.1. Strategies to adapt, integrate, identify

Kjell Magnusson diff erentiates between young generations by their age of ar-
rival in the new environment.26 Th e ones who migrate, still maintain many com-
mon features with their counterparts in the homeland. However, they tend to lose 
touch with everyday reality in their country of origin. If the home country goes 
through some major changes, it can have a strong impact on the diaspora com-
munity abroad (e.g. Wallachians in Denmark changed their view towards the Yu-
goslav collective identity with the disintegration of Yugoslavia). 

Aft er migrants initial adaptation, comes acculturation (Šatava’s term sžívání 
vystěhovalců27). Each migrant who belongs to a particular ethnic (ethnic-social) 
group develops a certain strategy of integration. Some Ex-Yugoslav ethnic groups 
share similar attitudes towards how to present themselves and how to deal with 
Danish reality.28 For example, Bosnian refugees constructed their identity on the 
discourse of “sameness.” Th at might confl ict with the view of the majority. Th e 
common trend of all the diaspora communities from Ex-Yugoslavia is latent ex-
pression of their identity.

Re-naming and the modifi cation of surnames with an equivalent Danish form 
is very common. Many levels of belonging may appear (for instance Wallachian-
-Serbian-Yugoslavian-Danish). Th is dilemma is especially prevalent for descen-
dants of immigrants from mixed marriages (one respondent found himself Al-
banian, Turkish and Yugoslavian as well as Danish). It is up to each individual to 
discover all the possibilities and take advantage of them.

26  Th e so-called Duisburg group was analyzed as a model case. Children that moved to the host 
country from the age of 6–14 have a similar position to their parents. Th e second category (arrival 
when children are 1–5 years old) do not have a stable national consciousness and are given a diffi  cult 
decision of choosing where to belong. Th e ones who arrived very young (less than 1 year old) or 
were born in the host country are bicultural, their identity belongs more to the host country and 
they are called “new Germans” (in our case “new Danes”) (Magnusson 1981: 44). 

27  Could be described as “coliving of the migrants with the majority community.”
28  Macedonians tend to individually, Wallachians tend to approach opportunities collectively, 

but also more traditionally (Schierup, Alund 1986: 150).From my own experience the generalisation 
for Albanians is that they tend to keep some distance but do not isolate themselves, Bosnians have 
a tendency to assimilate. Schierup and Alund᾿s study explains that “Yugoslavs᾿ patterns of integra-
tion range from their almost complete assimilation into the economic, social and cultural systems of 
the immigration countries to the formation of relatively isolated ethnic enclaves” (Schierup,, Alund 
1986: 20).

The question of identity among young people originating from selected...
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 3.1.2. Collective ex-Yugoslav/post-Yugoslav identity? 

Contact within ethnic groups from the former Yugoslavia is mostly limited to 
larger cities and united post-Yugoslav communities do not almost exist. Nevert-
heless, the common denominator across all the communities is the perception 
that they are the best integrated minority group, which can cause a situation whe-
re individuals feel social pressure. One of Grünenberg’s respondent said “In a way 
I envy the Somalis; they seem freer, more relaxed, they are not afraid of shouting 
across the street or looking diff erent” (Grünenberg 2006: 196). Families originally 
from the Ex-Yugoslav countries do not keep close contact with other immigrant 
families (or at least it is not usual). Younger generations do oft en have non-Danish 
friends so in the future their situation might change. 

Th e collective identity of “yugoslavism” is not very common, especially not 
among young people. It presents as some kind of “yugo-nostalgia,” which might 
appear paradoxical (Svetlana Boym analyzes types of the nostalgia) and in some 
cases coheres with transnationalism. Young descendants from various Ex-Yu-
goslav diaspora communities do not meet in an organized manner, except in “Bal-
kan parties”.29 Some individuals even refuse to meet with other compatriots, due 
to “their behaviour which is rather diff erent from the behaviour of their counter-
parts in the home country” (as one respondent noted). 

Th e trend of invisibility might arise for the immigrants and descendants who 
go through acculturation and integration. Juul suggests, that sometimes career 
success is connected to the condition of invisibility (Juul 2011: 239). Th is idea 
was supported by some of my respondents who said that they went through the 
dilemma “career” or “identity.” A crucial complication might appear if the majori-
ty does not recognize this inner movement of a migrant even if he renounces the 
previous identity. 

 3.2. Potential identities

Th e identity of young immigrants and their descendants can be impacted by 
many factors. Th e identities of home and host country represent two potential 
courses as well as some fl ows that are known worldwide. Global trends such as 
cosmopolitanism, nationalism, transnationalism, nationalistic transnationalism, 
bilocality, multilocality, hybridity are added to identities to the home and host co-
untries. Th ey represent other potential options. Ethnic identity is just one of many 
options for the identity. As Jadranka Grbić claims, “multiple identity” is complex, 
and “each individual can possess it30” (Grbić 1994: 29). 

29  A Balkan party is a disco event where typical Balkan music is played. 
30  “Identitet je također kompleksan, te u skladu s time, svaki pojedinac može imati mnogostruki 

identitet.”
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Th is syncretic identity progresses in another way due to its position “in be-
tween.” One of the ways might be a model of hybridity. For the use of the complete 
study (fi nal thesis), a model of hybridity strategies was constructed and contained 
4 types. It corresponds with the attitudes of respondents. In the resistant period 
of one’s life,31 a rejection of one’s own ethnic background can emerge. Aft erwards, 
a revision and even a very positive stance towards their ethnic heritage might be 
considered (Song 2003: 111). 

 4. Results from the fi eld research

Respondents were divided by their age,32 sex, profession, birth country33 (de-
spite these divisions, the answers showed similar character). 

People of ex-Yugoslav origin are in general very satisfi ed with the educational, 
economic, democratic and healthcare systems of Denmark. Older respondents do 
complain about their job situation. Some respondents use (sometimes misuse) the 
social benefi t system. Some of them fi nd the Danish nationalistic anti-immigra-
tion viewpoints concerning (especially between the years 2001–2011). In general, 
they feel that they are more open and they extol the availability of the opportu-
nities in Danish society. Nevertheless, they very oft en mention their discontent 
without exact explaining what causes this feeling.34 Many of them went through 
a dramatic identity crisis, trauma. Respondents oft en imagine how life would be 
if they had never left . 

An individual’s immediate environment plays also an important role. It depen-
ds on the density of the migrant population in the neighbourhood, friends and 
the attitude of the family. Magnusson in her Swedish case remarks, that “those 

31  Childhood is described by Song “as a time when they (second generation individuals) wan-
ted to assimilate into the mainstream.” Aft er reaching adulthood “they described a process involving 
the ‘deprogramming of the self ’…” (Song 2003: 111−112). A danger may occur if a “reborn artifi cial” 
identity is reconstructed.

32  4 groups (1. group up to 24/25 years old, 2. group 24/25–29/30 years old, 3. group 29/30–35 
years old, 4. group up of 35 years old). 

33  Th e fi rst group is represented by 24 persons, the second one by 14, the third by 8, and the 
fourth by 6 persons. Th e rest (5 persons) did not mention their age. Ethnic strucutre is as follows: 
6 Serbs from Serbia, 4 Serbs from Bosnia-Herzegovina, 25 Bosnians from Bosnia-Herzegovina, 5 
Albanians from Kosovo, 1 Albanian from Albania, 1 Croat from Croatia, 3 Croats from Bosnia-Her-
zegovina, 1 Albanian from Macedonia, 1 Albanian from the USA, 3 Montenegrins from Montene-
gro. Th ese persons were born in Denmark (so-called Nydanskere): 1 Bosnian, 2 Serbs, 1 Montene-
grin, 3 Albanians. In general it is: 26 Bosnians, 12 Serbs, 11 Albanians, 4 Croats a 4 Montenegrins. 
Interviews in-depth were accomplished with 13 persons, random and shorter discussions with 10 
other persons. 

34  For example: “nisam zadovoljan, pa i ne još uvijek. Ali kako je bilo bolje je”, “šta je nekad 
bilo, i moglo biti, nikad se neće omogućiti. Znači samo ostaje alternativni izbor”, “naravno da nisam 
zadovoljan,” “mislim da je lepše živjeti medju svojeg naroda i u svojoj zemlji”, “I knaqur jam. Por cdo 
dite me merr malli per Atdheun.”
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Yugoslav children, that socialize in homes where the Yugoslav infl uence is evi-
dent, that use their native language in communication with their siblings, parents, 
friends, that participate in the institutional and cultural life of the Yugoslav immi-
grants in Sweden…[are] the most likely to develop some kind of Yugoslav identi-
ty35” (Magnusson 1981: 49). 

Research showed, that among younger generations, “singles” are very com-
mon. More than half of the respondents did not have a partner. One quarter of 
them believed, that nationality of a partner is of great importance.36  Th e observed 
group made friendships with Danes (26%), the same is refl ected in friendships 
with Ex-Yugoslavs, 30% of them had mixed friendships (with Danes and with 
other foreigners). From the results we can see, that with time spent in the country, 
the number of friendships with Danes increases. One respondent replied: “Can 
you believe that I have been living here for 15 years and have no Danish friends 
outside of work or school?” ... “Th at doesn’t seem normal to me and I actually 
started to think that there may be something wrong with me until I realized that 
none of my immigrant friends have Danish friends either.” 

Many of those, who maintain an awareness of their country of origin, partici-
pate in some clubs or associations. In their personal lives, they usually celebrate 
national holidays, listen to the music of the country of origin, they watch TV pro-
grammes, read the news on the Internet, or books by Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian/
Albanian authors. A certain number of them go on holiday to their country of ori-
gin. As an illustration, a facebook group was created in May 2012. In a few weeks, 
it contained hundreds and hundreds of young individuals who were preparing for 
the summer holidays in their home countries and encouraging others to join in. 
Th e clubs and associations, however, lose members and therefore lose their sense 
of purpose. Th e younger generation, of around 20 years-old, does not have the 
will to continue with the projects.37 Sometimes they are forced to “dumb-down” 
their values for “cheap turbofolk”, just to “drag the new blood in.” Th e factor of 
invisibility due to the well-integrated position also complicates the situation. 

Code switching, as explained in Roger Ballard Song’s book Choosing ethnic 
identity claims, that “cultures, like languages, are codes, which actors use to ex-
press themselves in a given context; and as the context changes, so those with the 
requisite competence switch code”  (Song 2003: 107). It changes not only with the 

35  “Ona jugoslavenska djeca koja su socializirana u pretežno jugoslavenskom domu, koja se 
služe vlasitim jezikom u odnosu s roditeljima, braćom i prijateljima, koja sudjeluju u institucional-
nom i kulturnom životu jugoslavenskih doseljenika u Švedskoj, te ona koja se druže s prijateljima 
Jugoslavenima, bit će sklona razvijanju neke vrste jugoslavenskog identiteta.”

36  One respondent said: “Ne želim da zaboravim odakle sam došla, a to bi se lahko moglo desit 
jako mi partner nije iste nacionalnosti” (I do not want to forget where I have come from, that could 
easily happen if my partner is not the same nationality as me). Th e other claimed: “Partner? Naravno 
da bi bilo idealno da smo iz iste zemlje” (Partner? Of course it would be ideal if we were from the 
same country).

37  From one leading participant of a Bosnian club I heard: “mladi nisu integrisani – integrisani 
su i previše” (Young ones are not integrated – they are too integrated). 
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language used but also “through ways of talking, styles of presentation, and the 
pursuit of particular activities” (1994: 31 in: 2003:  108). An individual “switches” 
in the interactions but also in his own thinking and approach. Th ese elements 
were present in the fi eld work. Sometimes respondents even admitted conscious 
“switching”.38 

According to the results, 25% of the participants would like to return to their 
country of origin. 58% express the opposite. A great deal of these answers, as 
respondents stated, are aff ected by the situation in their home countries. Many 
of them say, that they would return if some conditions were fulfi lled. However, 
many of the conditions mentioned were in various aspects unrealizable. Th e ideal 
situation for many of them would be “keeping themselves in migration between 
the two countries.” As the age goes up and time spent in the home country falls, 
the will to return disappears. Th is tendency arises again at a later age, when mi-
grants would like to return to spend their retirement in their homeland. Th e youth 
spend usually 1-4 weeks in their country of origin per year. Detachment is very 
common, especially within the young generation. 

 4.1. Contact between Individuals from the majority community 
and their counterparts from the minority community
with background originally from the former Yugoslavian 
countries 

To the question “do you feel good in Danish society?” I received mostly posi-
tive answers from my respondents. With some caveat, the comments followed. 
Criticism could be sorted into two categories. Firstly, the Danish egalitarianism 
that respondents experienced did not include the immigrants and their descen-
dants, in fact it included only Danes. Danes behaved condescendingly towards 
them (although according to the respondents they lacked knowledge of the topic 
and relied on stereotypes and generalization39). Secondly, the respondents men-
tioned, that cultural diff erences can be irritating (black humour is exaggerated, 
socialization and emotionality are not suffi  cient, alcohol is used by Danes as 
a “helpmate” to socialize). From these statements and the results of the survey we 
can conclude that although if a person with origins from the former Yugoslavia 
stays in Denmark for a short period (in the context of long-term residence), they 
can feel uncomfortable but it gets better with time. All the nydanskere (those who 

38  One respondent explained his experience of this topic: “since I᾿m fl uent in American En-
glish, I‘ve noticed that Danes talk completely diff erently with me depending on which language 
I approach them in. It seems that they are much more forthcoming when they see me through the 
lens of being American as opposed to Albanian but I᾿m the same guy.” 

39  Some respondents repeated that “Danes usually point out that you are not ‘a Dane’, even 
though you have lived in the country for your whole life.”
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are born in Denmark but have origins in a post-Yugoslav country) feel comfort-
able in the majority Danish society. Th e question of whether it is possible to be-
come a Dane remains. 

Jasna Čapo-Žmegač discovered similar trends in Germany. If somebody does 
not have Gerrnan parents, they are not considered to be German (Čapo-ŽmegaČ 
2005).  

From the interviews with young Danes, I obtained various answers to this 
question. Th e main conclusion is that they perceive the immigrants in the way 
they present themselves and want to be perceived. My Danish respondents also 
confi rmed that they personally know some immigrants and descendants from 
the Ex-Yugoslavian countries and almost all speak perfect Danish. When I asked 
whether they consider them to be Danes, approx. one half answered positively, 
one half negatively. 

Conclusion 

At the present time, it is diffi  cult to trace all the tendencies of Danish society. 
A survey was carried out in 2011. It showed, that the thinking of Danes is very 
ambivalent. Th ere are still distinctions between the “native Danes” and “Danes 
with other background” (Danskere med anden etnisk baggrund) or “new Danes” 
(nydanskere) despite their coexistence (Kvaale 2011: 231). 

Individuals from the former Yugoslavia (or with roots in the former Yugosla-
via) residing in Denmark are placed in a specifi c position and therefore diff er 
from the ones who have not migrated. Th ey are perceived in a particular way by 
Danes, by other migrants residing in Denmark and by individuals in the home 
country. Stigmatization may occur. Parallels with other young diaspora members 
(with roots in the area of the former Yugoslavia) in other European countries are 
noticeable. 

Elements in this paper show some specifi c attributes that immigrants and de-
scendants from the Ex-Yugoslavian countries possess. We can suggest “sameness,” 
“invisibility” and many others. 

Denmark does not automatically require, that foreign newcomers give up their 
original norms, values etc. Th e migrants themselves have to realize and decide 
what this approach means to them and what it may off er. It is up to them and their 
descendants whether and how they will use it. 

I am aware of the fact that other European countries that have similar immi-
gration history including migrants from the former Yugoslavia (guest workers, 
refugees) – for example Sweden, Germany and many others – will provide simi-
lar examples of young generations with many similarities. Th eir communities are 
usually much bigger and their ethnic structure is more diverse. However, small 
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diff erences that arose due to the specifi cs of the Danish environment give a uniqu-
eness to the diaspora communities from the countries originally from the former 
Yugoslavia. 
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1–2. Bazar Vest, Degblad Jufk a (from the mark Plitvit Trade) bought in the market Bazar Vest – 
(author᾿s photos)
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3. B osnian gravestones in Aarhus – (author᾿s photos)

2 łamanie.indd   2432 łamanie.indd   243 2015-05-05   13:36:592015-05-05   13:36:59


