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7.	 (Not So) Temporary Refuge?� 
Navigating Multiple Temporalities 
among 1990s Bosnian Refugees to 
Czechoslovakia and Czechia
Karla Koutková

Abstract: Between 1991 and 1997, a total of 5,676 citizens of former Yugo-
slavia were reportedly granted temporary refuge status in Czechoslovakia/
Czechia. The shift from permanent asylum to temporary refuge had a 
profound impact not only on state protection, but also on the everyday lives 
and strategies of people fleeing a violent conflict. In this interdisciplinary 
chapter, the author explores temporary refuge f irst as a legal practice that 
codif ied the impermanence in refugee situations, and then as a lived 
experience of Bosnian recipients of this status. Based on oral histories, 
she then unpacks the way refugees structure their time in retrospect, 
and reveals the temporalities shaped by intersections, collisions, and 
asynchronicities between the institutional, biographic and everyday 
timescales.

Keywords: temporary protection; oral history; refugee biographies; time

“My wife told me: ‘We have to live like we are going to stay here [in Prague] 
forever. Because to live like we’re going to return means we’re stuck. If 
we’re going to really stay here forever, then it’s okay, if we’re not, we just get 
back, and we didn’t lose anything.’”1 This is what one of the Bosnians who 
came to Czechoslovakia and Czechia in the 1990s shared with me during a 
recorded interview describing his refugee experience. Having to cope with 

1	 Interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021, online via Zoom. 
Some interviewees have chosen to be identif ied by a pseudonym to protect their privacy.

Frankl, Michal, ed. Refugees and Citizens in Twentieth-Century East-Central Europe: An Unlikely 
Refuge? Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press / Central European University Press, 2026.
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an all-pervading sense of temporariness was common among the Bosnians 
I spoke with. Most of them initially hoped to return to the normalcy of their 
lives prior to the war in Bosnia.2 At the same time, those states across Europe 
that hosted them seemed to share a similar hope concerning the fate of the 
refugees, namely, that they would be repatriated once the armed conflict 
in their country had ceased. This hope manifested in a series of domestic 
legal measures, then known as temporary refuge, which later gave rise to 
the contemporary concept of temporary protection3 that has become more 
prevalent in national legislature and international contexts over the past 
two decades.4

Due to the safer environment and their pre-existing ties and networks, 
Bosnian refugees tended to favor democratic countries beyond the former 
Iron Curtain when seeking places of refuge,5 but some of the post-com-
munist countries offered other incentives. In the Czech case, a window of 
opportunity arose in the f irst few months after the break-up of the Czech 
and Slovak Federative Republic when entering the country without a visa was 
easy even for those who did not initially want to apply for refugee status.6 
Following the example of neighboring Austria, the Czech government 
adopted temporary refuge as a key legal instrument in regulating the stay 
of those fleeing the war. This status was extended every twelve months for 
the duration of the war, leaving the temporary refugees in a particularly 
precarious situation. According to the Ministry of the Interior’s records, 
Czechoslovakia/Czechia granted temporary refuge to a total of 5,676 citizens 
of former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 1997.7

2	 For the sake of brevity, Bosnia stands hereinafter for the off icial name of the country, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, while Czechia stands for the off icial title of the country, the Czech Republic 
(from January 1, 1993; until December 31, 1992, as part of Czechoslovakia).
3	 In this text, I use “temporary refuge” for legal practice in Central and Eastern Europe in the 
1990s, and “temporary protection” to denote the post-2001 legal practice.
4	 The EU’s Temporary Protection Directive, passed in 2001, was f irst invoked on March 3, 
2022, in response to the invasion of Ukraine.
5	 Halilovich et al., “Mapping the Bosnian-Herzegovinian Diaspora”; Valenta and Ramet, 
Bosnian Diaspora.
6	 Apart from the state-organized initiatives to alleviate destruction in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
there were also grassroots efforts, such as Dječija ambasada (“Children’s embassy” in Serbo-
Croatian) that assisted in organized evacuations of Bosnian mothers and children starting in 
1992.
7	 M. Pilat-Whalenová, Zkušenosti České republiky s dočasným útočištěm a organizovanou 
dobrovolnou repatriací do Bosny a Hercegoviny, Research project performed under the auspices 
of the Department for Refugees and Integration of Foreigners at Ministry of the Interior of the 
Czech Republic, and UNHCR liaison off ice in Prague, 1998. At the war’s end in 1995, there were 
about 1.2 million refugees from Bosnia, of whom only 349,650 had been repatriated by the end of 
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In this chapter, I explore temporary refuge f irst as a legal practice that 
codif ied the impermanence in refugee situations, and then as a lived 
experience of Bosnian recipients of this status in the f irst half of the 1990s. 
This approach allows for connecting a state-centered perspective on recep-
tion policies toward the refugees and integration issues8 with research 
that focuses on refugees’ self-perception through in-depth narrative 
analysis,9 as well as with the emerging f ield of migration temporalities.10 
Exploring how temporary refuge in Czechia was perceived, shaped, and 
acted upon by the Bosnians who stayed, the chapter then delves into 
three temporal intersections, i.e., the various paces of becoming a refugee, 
building a life, and the parallel subjective and institutionalized processes 
of homemaking.

This chapter combines insights from relevant legal and anthropologi-
cal literature related to temporary refuge and Bosnian refugees with oral 
histories collected using biographic narrative interpretive method in 2021.11 
For the purposes of this research, this method was adjusted in that research 
participants were asked to talk without interruption for one hour about 
the circumstances of their life as refugees during the 1990s. During this 
initial interview, I took notes and used a short break to identify key themes 
running through the interview to ask additional questions. Potential research 
participants—i.e., people who came from Bosnia to Czechoslovakia or 
Czechia at various stages of the Bosnian war—were identif ied using the 
snowball technique among people providing aid to refugees and the ex-
Yugoslav community in Czechia. For the purposes of an in-depth qualitative 
analysis, I selected four participants who arrived between 1992 and 1994, at 
various stages of the Bosnian War, were awarded temporary refuge visas, and 
ultimately stayed in the country (in one case in another European country). 
While their age and professional background varies, all four come from an 
urban, educated background.

1999; 324,100 were still abroad and in need of a more durable solution: Bieber, Post-War Bosnia; 
Halilovich et al., “Mapping the Bosnian-Herzegovinian Diaspora”; Ramet, Thinking about 
Yugoslavia. In contrast with the number of temporary refugees, 275,000 Bosnians remained 
under some kind of temporary protection in Germany by 1999: Koser and Black, “Limits to 
Harmonization,” 521–43.
8	 Franz, “The Bosnian Community,” 143–60; Valenta and Ramet, The Bosnian Diaspora.
9	 Rapoš Božič, Klvaňová, and Jaworsky, “Foreigner, Migrant, or Refugee?,” 218–41; Mijić, 
“Together Divided–Divided Together,” 1071–92; Mijić, “Identity,” 472–91.
10	 Meeus, “How to ‘Catch’ Floating Populations?,” 1775–93; Ramsay, “Incommensurable Futures,” 
515–38; Robertson, “The Temporalities,” 45–60; Robertson, “Migrant, Interrupted,” 169–85; Sengul, 
“Syrian Refugees’ Homemaking,” 267–97.
11	 Wengraf, Qualitative Research Interviewing.
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Doing research during the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on the 
selection of research participants, reducing the pool to technologically savvy 
individuals with a middle-class background, who were accessible online. 
Instead of meeting in person, these interviews were conducted virtually 
via the Zoom platform and recorded. Although this arguably resulted in a 
lesser degree of rapport, it was advantageous in other respects, for it allowed 
participants to conduct the interview from the comfort of their home and, 
if needed, with the support of a trusted family member. Participants were 
interviewed in the language of their preference and offered anonymity. 
Where applicable, their names and other life details have thus been altered 
here. First names are used throughout for the sake of consistency.

Temporary Refuge

Before 1991, when the violent conflict in former Yugoslavia broke out, the 
only sort of refuge that refugees and receiving states generally thought of 
was permanent asylum. While the administrative process for acquiring 
this status was typically fairly robust and lengthy, navigating it success-
fully meant that an applicant would be granted a level of stability in the 
new country. When nationalist forces in Yugoslavia came to power after 
the fall of communism in Eastern Europe and orchestrated Yugoslavia’s 
violent dissolution into six independent republics, the paradigm of the 
lengthy process leading to permanent asylum changed. As the events in the 
breakaway republics unfolded, thousands of refugees attempted to flee from 
the bloodshed, and Western countries were faced with a sudden challenge 
to the “prevailing paradigm of permanency of protection.”12

While some scholarship suggests that the roots of temporary refuge date back 
to the beginning of twentieth century,13 or to the 1970s,14 it was in response to the 
war in the mid-1990s that the concept became widely endorsed and mobilized. 
Among legal scholars, temporary refuge has been a disputed term, based on 
its positioning within the international and domestic legal system, and its role 
vis-à-vis the Geneva Convention.15 Writing in 1980, Coles, for instance, locates 
temporary refuge within international law as a measure that should “facilitate 

12	 Honusková, “The Czech Republic,” 241–54.
13	 Lambert, “Temporary Refuge from War,” 723–45.
14	 Jílek, “Dočasné útočiště,” 48–63.
15	 Cf. Fitzpatrick, “Flight from Asylum,” 407–64; Gibney, “Between Control and Humanitarian-
ism,” 689–708; Koser and Black, “Limits to Harmonization”; for the post-2015 debate Lambert, 
“Temporary Refuge from War”; Sengul, “Unpacking Temporary Protection,” 16–28.
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admission and the obtaining of satisfactory solutions in situations where the 
scale of refugee influx is such that problems of a humanitarian nature, of public 
order, of national security or even of international peace and security may be at 
stake.”16 On the other hand, the Czech legal scholar Dalibor Jílek sees temporary 
refuge in 1994 as part of the domestic legal system. Post-2000 literature then 
returns to see it as a “rule of customary international law, based on a considerable 
amount of consistent state practice across the globe, accepted as law.”17

The flexibility and pragmatism highlighted by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as def ining features of temporary 
refuge, however, also meant that states would have more discretion over its 
implementation on a national and individual basis. In this way, they could 
pursue the “humanitarian objective” of protection as well as the “control” 
one.18 Notably, some states chose to allow entry to individuals only from 
certain designated areas, others favored only specif ic types of refugees, and 
each state made a decision on what rights the refugees would be afforded.19 
In most cases, however, the rights were fewer than those of refugees as 
def ined under the Geneva Convention.20

With regard to the post-1990s dynamic between domestic implementa-
tions of temporary refuge and the Geneva Convention, the latter has increas-
ingly been described as outdated and unsuitable in cases involving a large 
influx of applicants, new circumstances, and in the context of no obligation 
of admission to a state’s territory.21 The debate has revolved around the 
proposed double-win potential of temporary protection, i.e., the objective 
of effectively addressing a large influx of war refugees while maintaining 
control for states in the form of refugees’ anticipated return to their home 
country once conditions allow it.22 Opponents of the double-win argument, 
however, suggest that temporary refuge did not work out for states in the 
1990s precisely because it led to permanent integration in so many cases. In 
fact, when states pushed for repatriation, they were accused of inhumanely 
treating Bosnians for whom a premature return posed signif icant risks.23

16	 Coles, “Temporary Refuge,” 196.
17	 Lambert, “Temporary Refuge from War.”
18	 Gibney, “Between Control and Humanitarianism.”
19	 Džubur, “Temporary Protection Status”; Kerber, “Temporary Protection,” 35–50.
20	 Cf. Bastaki, “Temporary Protection Regimes,” 73–84, comparing the situation of Kuwaiti, 
Bosnian, and Syrian refugees, or Koser and Black “Limits to Harmonization.”
21	 Lambert, “Temporary Refuge from War.”
22	 Honusková, “The Czech Republic”; Ineli-Ciger, “Revisiting Temporary Protection,” 197–217.
23	 Bastaki, “Temporary Protection Regimes”; Hageboutros, “The Bosnian Refugee Crisis,” 
50–60.
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While most of the legal literature has been concerned with identifying 
an optimal strategy for states, anthropological literature on refugees in the 
1990s focuses on their individual trajectories amid other life challenges, 
including dealing with traumatic experiences, loss of home, uprootedness, 
child-rearing, and employment.24 In this vein, a double-win for states is 
seen rather as a change in framework, from one of protection to a paradigm 
of containment. As Franz observes, preference was given to exclusion or 
repatriation of refugees to their countries of origin, rather than their reset-
tlement in third countries.25 Along with other exclusionary measures, 
countries in the European Union and the United States introduced new 
interpretations of the Geneva Convention—narrowing down def initions 
of “agents of persecution”—as well as new removal procedures for asylum 
seekers prior to merit hearings. Comparing the situation of Bosnian refugees 
in Austria and the US, Franz then wonders why people f leeing the same 
conflict were granted refugee status under the Geneva Convention in the 
United States but not in most European countries. In her account, this was 
due to a particular interpretation of the Geneva Convention that enabled 
EU states to avoid it; the framework of temporary refuge then allowed EU 
states to reject a vast majority of asylum applicants.26

Both Austria and Czechoslovakia decided around the same time to employ 
temporary refuge in the fall of 1991.27 Shortly after the Velvet Revolution of 
1989, Czechoslovakia ratified the Geneva Convention and adopted a standard 
asylum procedure.28 Applicants for refugee status would have the right to 
basic material and social protection in one of four refugee camps. If their 
application was successful, refugees would be entitled to the assistance 
program of the Czech government, including accommodation and language 
courses. With the exception of the right to vote and the obligation to military 
duty, a refugee would have the same rights and duties as a Czech citizen. 
After f ive years of residing in Czech territory, a refugee would be entitled 
to apply for Czech citizenship.29

24	 Franz, “Bosnian Refugees,” 5–25; Franz, Uprooted and Unwanted; Franz, “The Bosnian 
Community”; Halilovich, “Bosnian Austrians,” 524–40; Halilovic-Pastuovic, Bosnian Post-Refugee 
Transnationalism.
25	 Franz, Uprooted and Unwanted.
26	 Franz, Uprooted and Unwanted, 48–49.
27	 In the Czechoslovak case, this was encoded in Governmental Decree no. 803/1991 Sbírka 
zákonů a nařízení which set the ground for later provision of temporary protection to the citizens 
of former Yugoslavia.
28	 For an account of the politicization involved in the construction of the new refugee regime 
past 1989, cf. Szczepanikova, “From the Right of Asylum to Migration Management,” 789–806.
29	 Cf. Pilat-Whalenová, “Zkušenosti České republiky.”
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among the entire ex-Yugoslav community during the early 1990s and after. 
Moreover, some applicants withdrew their applications before the end of 
the asylum procedure.37 As for the option of returning home, the Czech 
government made its repatriation program voluntary, cooperating with the 
new government of Bosnia and Herzegovina, whose task was to make sure 
there were acceptable locations available to which refugees could return. 
Between 1996 and 1997, only 472 Bosnian citizens of the 1,231 who remained 
in the Czechia decided to participate in the repatriation program. Of those, 
the majority (44 percent) chose to relocate to apartments offered as part 
of the Czech reconstruction program, while fewer than a third returned to 
their original homes.38 Upon return, Bosnian citizens faced a rather harsh 
economic and social reality. Only 16 percent found stable employment, 
while the rest had either no income or relied on social assistance. Secondly, 
discrimination was reported among all, and most of those (73 percent) who 
had relocated reported feeling disadvantaged in regard to their job market 
position, access to social benefits, and health insurance.39

Multiple Temporalities of Temporary Refuge

Moving beyond the institutionalized logic of temporary refuge from the 
perspective of states, the following section deals with the subjective experi-
ences of Bosnians who came to Czechia between 1992 and 1994. The analysis 
builds on a three-fold timescale perspective formulated by Robertson40 and, 
earlier, by Meeus:41 the institutional timescale of policy and governance, 
biographic timescale of life events and imaginaries, and the timescale 
of everyday life. Through this prism, Robertson introduced the concepts 
“contingent” and “indentured” temporality in the case of contemporary 
migrants, whose life and migration trajectories become staggered when 
these timescales collide. Unlike a longitudinal study or on-the-move research 
with contemporary migrants, oral history helps us unpack the way refugees 
structure their time in retrospect, and reveal the temporalities shaped by 
intersections, collisions, and asynchronicities between the timescales.

entitlements and would not be forced to move to refugee camps.
37	 Pilat-Whalenová, Zkušenosti České republiky.
38	 Research conducted with repatriated individuals later revealed that the majority would 
have preferred to return to their prewar homes. Pilat-Whalenová, Zkušenosti České republiky.
39	 Pilat-Whalenová, Zkušenosti České republiky.
40	 Robertson, “The Temporalities of International Migration”; Robertson, “Migrant, Interrupted.”
41	 Meeus, “How to ‘Catch’ Floating Populations?”
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Upon arriving in Czechoslovakia, Nela and her daughter immediately 
obtained the temporary refuge visa at the airport. They never applied for 
asylum under the Geneva Convention, as they originally hoped to return 
at the end of the war. Nevertheless, Nela still thought and spoke of herself 
throughout the interview as a “refugee.”

Another Bosnian who did not intend to leave Sarajevo for good and was 
later granted temporary refuge visa in Czechia, on the other hand, refuses to 
apply the refugee label to himself.47 Edib, a well-known f igure beyond the 
Czech Bosnian diaspora and his professional circles, stayed in Sarajevo until 
1993 as a wartime surgeon at one of the heavily shelled hospitals.48 His wife 
and two small daughters were evacuated to Serbia in May 1992. During their 
separation, the family managed to keep in touch via the satellite telephone 
at the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) head office. The family 
sought a friendly nearby state that did not require visas for Yugoslav citizens, 
and, in early 1993, Czechia f it this criterion perfectly, because, in the wake 
of Czechoslovakia’s dissolution, “they had other things to do than to care 
about our war and had not managed yet [to introduce a visa regime].”49 
Three months after Edib’s f light landed in Prague, however, this option 
was no longer available. Personal networks played a role in organizing 
the family’s arrival. A relative of Edib in Switzerland had a Czech friend 
who was able to pick up his wife and children at the Serbian border. Edib 
summarizes the role of informal networks in navigating their early 1990s 
refugee experience, saying “in the Czech Republic, everything was partially 
still to be arranged via acquaintances.”50

Although happy to reunite with his family, Edib would not have left Sara-
jevo of his own volition. After he openly criticized the UN’s role in delayed 
medical evacuations, however, he felt that the international humanitarian 
apparatus became uncomfortable with him. Shortly after, one of the UN 
agencies arranged his departure under the pretext of attending a medical 
congress in Moscow. It was clear there was a chance to join his family in 
Czechia. After the three months of a touristic stay had elapsed, Edib learned 
about the temporary refuge visa for which he and his family then applied. 
When telling his story, however, he rejects being considered a refugee:

47	 For the impact of external labeling, cf. Rapoš Božič, Klvaňová, and Jaworsky, “Foreigner, 
Migrant, or Refugee?”
48	 Known as “Doktor Edo” among his family, friends, and the wider Czech Bosnian community, 
Edib published a memoire of his wartime and postwar experiences, detailing inter alia his 
involvement in the globally medialized case Operation Irma, cf. Jaganjac, Sarajevská princezna.
49	 Interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021, online via Zoom.
50	 Interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
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We never wanted to be refugees. Refugee status in Czechia would mean 
staying in the camps, one thousand two hundred [Czech] crowns of 
assistance, and a work ban. Imagine a refugee who came to save his bare 
life and they ban him from working. So what do you think, I’m going 
to lie around for a thousand crowns my whole life? But I won’t, this is 
unbelievable for me. If there’s a refugee, [they] can be protected by getting 
some kind of assistance, but why ban [their] work? I never understood 
this. But this is how it was.51

Unlike Edib, who published his memoir about the circumstances of his 
life in war and after, Zoran, who was sixteen when the war started, never 
had a chance to talk about these events. He stayed in the cellar of a house 
in a heavily shelled Sarajevo neighborhood until 1994, and the experience 
structures the course of his life in retrospect: “In my life I always have 
my life before and after the war. It seems like I have two totally different 
lives.”52 Shortly before his eighteenth birthday, his mother started worry-
ing that he would soon be drafted into the army. Through acquaintances, 
his well-connected musician father managed to obtain permission for 
Zoran to leave the country, but getting permission and actually leaving 
were two different things. First, he needed to get out of the besieged city of 
Sarajevo through an improvised tunnel under the airport, which was both 
complicated and dangerous. Then, he would need to get out of the country. 
Because of a truce between the Bosnian and Croatian armies surrounding 
the city, a window of opportunity opened. “When I went into this tunnel it 
was, you know, a very strange experience that you leave the city, you leave 
your parents, […] so you are leaving everything behind, going into some 
kind of a strange tunnel and hoping you will arrive somewhere where it’s 
safe.”53 Among the items Zoran brought for his new life were the clothes 
he had on, which he inherited from another boy who died during shelling, 
and his musical instrument.

After leaving the tunnel, Zoran hoped to reach relatives in Zagreb who 
could help him board a train. In Zagreb, he received a temporary refuge visa 
from the Czech embassy and boarded a train to Czechia, where he planned 
to join his aunt in a small town. After a couple of months there, he applied to 
study at a conservatory in Prague. These f irst months marked, in his words, 

51	 Interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
52	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021, online via 
Zoom.
53	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
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“the beginning of my refugeeness.” For him, being a refugee at this young age 
meant being “deprived of any rights […] You were bound in on every level. 
It was of course in the Czech Republic, at that point it was pretty diff icult 
to arrange all the papers I know that I had to get all this kind of visa and 
that kind of visa I had, at the same time I was recognized a refugee but […] 
you were always begging someone for something.”54

In the meantime, the rest of his family managed to f lee from Bosnia 
and arrived at a refugee camp in Belgium, where his parents soon success-
fully applied for refugee status that afforded them permanent residence. 
Zoran wanted to join them, despite his open asylum application in Czechia. 
Eventually, he was offered admission to a Belgian music school and moved 
to rejoin his family. He gained permanent residency in Belgium four years 
later: “I f inally stopped being a refugee, legally at least, I was twenty-four 
years old, and it was for me an important moment of my life to recapitulate 
and to make some kind of decisions.”55

Griff iths et al. suggest that a temporally informed approach—which 
recognizes decision-making as a f low rather than a singular event—is 
particularly useful in evaluating decisions to migrate.56 What these four 
narratives show us is that there are multiple temporalities at play when it 
comes to becoming a refugee, and that these are influenced by the intersec-
tion of institutional timescales—both in the country of departure and 
arrival—and other external factors, such as the presence of acquaint-
ances who can offer help and the timing for them and one’s individual 
biographical circumstances, as well as the very individual deliberation 
about self-identifying as a refugee in light of its societal and personal 
implications.

Sabina’s story exposes the nonlinearity of the process in which the formal 
diff iculties of proceeding intertwined with the options of either relocating 
or proceeding outside of the formalized refugee framework. Hers is the one 
that most closely resembles Robertson’s staggered temporality.57 While Nela’s 
becoming a refugee was not intentional in the beginning, it is remembered 
at a single point in time, almost in synchronicity with the institutional 
timescale. In Edib’s case, the temporal gap between the institutional recogni-
tion and his own has possibly never closed. Zoran was able to reconstruct 
his becoming a refugee as a process that spans several months, as well as 

54	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
55	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
56	 Griff iths, Rogers, and Anderson, “Migration, Time and Temporalities: Review and Prospect.”
57	 Robertson, “Migrant, Interrupted.”
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the end of it (“legally at least”), marked literally and f iguratively by the trope 
of the “tunnel.” In all of these stories, the institutional timing is separate 
from the personal one and flows at a different pace.

Professional Setbacks of Building a Life with Temporary Refuge
Because the temporary refuge visa for Bosnians was only extended for one 
year at a time, the question of return—whether forced or voluntary—kept 
lingering among research participants and necessitated a constant renegotia-
tion of the decision to stay, weighing the benef its against its economic, 
emotional, and professional costs. These costs manifested in several ways, 
and as this section shows, combined to form a series of temporal interven-
tions and setbacks that participants reflected on as systemic. Especially 
Edib and Nela, who were both advanced in their careers before the war, 
discussed administrative diff iculties they encountered while trying to 
reestablish their professional as well as family life.

When Edib joined his family in Prague, he wished to get back to work 
as soon as possible, and resume a part of the family’s earlier independence 
by renting a flat of their own. Soon after his arrival, a family acquaintance 
helped him find a small one-bedroom apartment in Prague, where the family 
of four was later joined by Edib’s brother-in-law, and several years later, by 
his father-in-law. The work situation turned out to be very complicated for 
both Edib and his wife, a general practitioner. Czechia had a procedure of 
nostrif ication for medical professionals that consisted of several stages, 
including a language course and f inal exam in the Czech language, followed 
by six months of unpaid internship. In what follows, Edib remembers the 
professional and temporal setbacks that awaited him:

The director [of the hospital] with whom I spoke English, as I knew nothing 
of Czech said: “I will be happy to see you here, come tomorrow. I will go 
to the ministry today to f igure out the conditions, about how it works 
with employing foreigners from Yugoslavia. I have no idea, we have not 
had such a case before.” Unfortunately, when I came the following day, 
it turned out [at the ministry] they were implementing nostrif ications, 
that there would be an exam […] in three or four months, that there 
would be some training, and that the exam would be in surgery, internal 
medicine, pediatrics, gynecology, and it would be in Czech. We didn’t 
know any Czech.58

58	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021, 
online via Zoom.
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This meant that Edib and his wife spent the following four months studying 
Czech and preparing for the exam in order to have their diploma recognized, 
even though they had been approved as specialists in their respective f ields 
years ago. Through a series of elimination tests, both of them eventually 
succeeded in passing the written and oral exams. Prior to sitting for a 
comprehensive f inal exam, Edib had to do a six-month unpaid internship. 
It was diff icult to f ind a placement for the internship, since hospitals were 
not inclined to hire him without the final exam. Eventually, his acquaintance 
intervened again and secured him a place where Edib could then work for 
free. Additional time was needed to achieve the level of specialization he 
had in Sarajevo before the war. In sum, he remembers, “it took me eight or 
nine years to get the status I had in Yugoslavia for years before coming to 
Czechia.”59

Another further challenge to becoming professionally established that 
Edib recalled when telling his story was the family’s precarious f inancial 
situation. He and his wife did not earn enough as foreign-born doctors to 
pay the rent and maintain a modest lifestyle and were forced to rely on the 
remittances sent by relatives abroad:

The doctor salaries were incredibly low then, my f irst salary was around 
three thousand Czech crowns and our rent was seven thousand, without 
the help of our relatives living abroad during the f irst years, we could not 
survive. […] They would send me a thousand marks, a mark back then 
was seventeen [Czech] crowns, that means seventeen thousand I was 
getting [from them] and my salary was three thousand… Just think of 
the difference between what you needed [to get by] and what the two 
of us were earning.60

Jacobsen, Karlsen, and Khosravi conceptualize chronopolitics as a vantage 
point of institutionally imposed waiting when states deliberately, or as 
an outcome of policy developments, impose extended waiting periods 
for refugees to move ahead with their lives in both spatial and economic 
terms.61 In refugees’ narratives, chronopolitics comes to the fore in their 
recollection of encounters with the Department of Foreign Police at Olšanská 
Street in Prague and the way it affected their professional and family time. 
Edib, for example, shared an assumption that the level of unpleasantness 

59	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
60	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
61	 Jacobsen, Karlsen, and Khosravi, Waiting.
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he encountered was deliberate, intended to “deter foreigners of post-Soviet 
nationalities in the immediate aftermath of the 1989 revolution.” It affected 
not only the pace with which he could proceed administratively, but also 
his work at the hospital:

The foreign police off ice is one of the most unpleasant places I’ve seen, 
including war, because I had to get there two hours before opening time, 
there were a thousand people queuing up. That [means] to queue up to 
reach some kind of a bureaucrat, and then it can still happen they just 
close down before your nose, even though a thousand people are still 
waiting outside, and that’s it. So I have to get another day off at work, which 
is complicated, because with surgery it’s not so easy, there are planned 
surgeries of other people, and examinations, and all of a sudden you have 
to be at the foreign police off ice, spend a day, two, three.62

Similarly, Sabina, despite the advantage of speaking Czech, described the 
diff iculties she faced in organizing work and family around encounters with 
the police and new policies related to families and the custody of children 
that were being implemented without suff icient notice:

Foreign police […] was a nightmare. Once I came, after taking a day’s leave 
from my job, because I had to extend my stay. I came with both girls to 
the police, because I had nowhere to leave them, it was during the school 
vacation. I came to the off ice, and the lady so beautifully, ironically smiled 
at me and said, “Do you have the paper, that you can take care of [have 
custody of] the girls?” I said, “No, is that needed?” “Well, yes, from now 
on, yes.” So I literally ran […] to the telephone booth to call my work to 
get this prepared for me, traveled across Prague to pick it up, ran back, 
because if you miss the date, you would either pay a f ine, or you might be 
in trouble, right. So I got back to the office, and she [the officer] said: “Well, 
but you have just one form, you need a separate one for each daughter.”63

Nela, who was originally an electrical engineer and managed a team of 
employees at one of the major Bosnian industrial companies, changed her 
profession after a series of voluntary engagements at the refugee camp 
in Czechia. Her narrative centered around the experiences there and her 

62	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
63	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Sabina, recorded by Karla Koutková, March 4, 2021, online 
via Zoom.
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priority to keep her daughter afloat at school—a concern she shared with 
her roommate, another mother of a small child, who, too, was previously 
at an advanced point of a career as a chemical engineer. In order to keep 
themselves busy at the camp, they started organizing crafts workshops for 
women. Nela did not explicitly say why she did not return to her original 
profession but instead worked her way through the humanitarian NGO sector 
in Czechia. Her friend, who later left for Italy, succeeded in her original f ield 
there, and according to Nela, “lives well.”

For Zoran, the period of his life as a refugee collided with the preparation 
for his professional future as a musician. A reiterating pattern in his narrative 
is the framework of “normalcy.” In essence, “normal life” to him denotes a 
“non-refugee” life, one that he had before the war and aspired to have in his 
imagined future: “In this former Yugoslavia we had a pretty normal life.” 
Normalcy, to him, was not restored by escaping the immediate threats of the 
war. In some sense, it has been fading throughout the years following his stay 
in Czechia and manifested in a series of restrictions that he encountered:

You leave the war zone and then for six or seven years you are f ighting 
on the administrative level. […] You couldn’t travel, you couldn’t work 
[…] you have all these limitations as a refugee. So as much as you would 
like to be a normal person when you’re the age of eighteen, nineteen, and 
try to live a normal life, it was—because you’re a refugee—it’s basically 
impossible to live a normal life. Because you were always restrained and 
that was the most diff icult thing to accept.64

In order to resume agency in his life, Zoran eventually decided to make 
a career change the year he was awarded permanent residency status in 
Belgium, at the age of twenty-four, at a point he marks as the end of his 
refugee story. Since he was sixteen and became a refugee, he felt that deci-
sions were taken on his behalf. His unbecoming a refugee then intertwined 
with an emancipation from childhood dependency that had been delayed 
by the circumstances of war and having to seek refuge in another country.

While the question of becoming a refugee revealed differing paces of 
institutional and subjective individual perceptions, the domain of building 
life illustrates temporal superiority of the institutional over the biographical. 
Upon arrival, and as the nostrif ication and labor market policies were taking 
shape in the process of post-communist transformation after 1989, people 
with temporary refuge status were faced with a series of restrictions that 

64	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
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effectively interrupted their careers. “Waiting it out”65 was a viable strategy 
with gendered and economic dimensions. In order to remain in a highly 
specialized f ield, one needed not only stamina and a sense of professional 
commitment, but often also additional resources in the form of remittances. 
Migrant women were especially likely to pursue alternative options, which 
often meant redirecting to other f ields and taking lower-paid jobs.66

Homemaking in the Face of Uncertainty
Researchers of migration have recently begun to address homemaking as 
an affective arena of attachment and belonging.67 Building on broader 
questions of exile and agency, Sengul examines refugees’ expectations of 
protection and experiences of extended temporality and uncertainty, as 
well as their strategies for enabling agency and rebuilding their lives.68 In 
a similar vein, narratives from Bosnian refugees of the 1990s offer the pos-
sibility of exploring the intertwined temporalities of everyday homemaking 
and institutional acknowledgment of their continuous presence in the 
country through permanent settlement and citizenship. How and when 
do the perceptions of home and the institutionalized residency process 
align in the narratives?

Sabina feels a deep emotional attachment to Czechia: “I feel like a 
Pražačka [Prague woman]. Recently, I was [spending time] with a colleague 
of mine, and we were like, we are Prague people, poking fun, I love the 
culture here, I love [Marek] Eben [a Czech actor and moderator] whom I 
know from my childhood, the f ilms, the series we were able to watch in 
former Yugoslavia.”69 In fact, throughout the interview, Sabina repeatedly 
mentioned—and rejected—the lingering possibility of returning to Sarajevo, 
partially due to feeling unwelcome and no longer at home there:

When we started coming [to Sarajevo] at the end of the war, it was always 
like “Well, you left” and this and that and once I asked “and why didn’t you 
leave?” At the time when I left, everyone had that option. Back then it was 
still possible to leave Sarajevo, later it was not. And then I hear silence. I 
used to say, “It was not easy for you, but it was not easy for us either”—to 
start somewhere else from scratch and be essentially a foreigner. Never 

65	 Jacobsen, Karlsen, and Khosravi, Waiting.
66	 As attested by other researchers, cf. Havelková and Ezzeddine, “Women in Between,” 179–201.
67	 Brun and Fábos, “Mobilizing Home,” 177–83.
68	 Sengul, “Syrian Refugees’ Homemaking in Gaziantep.”
69	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Sabina, recorded by Karla Koutková, March 4, 2021.
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here. Even though I feel, I really feel Czech, every now and then someone 
shows me that I’m not.70

Despite yearning for the Sarajevo she once knew, Sabina and her husband 
were determined to raise their family in Czechia, and to make their daugh-
ters feel at home. Although her husband eventually joined the family there 
after the war, he passed away in 2012. The rest of the family gained Czech 
citizenship in 2014, when a change to the law allowed double citizenship 
for all nationals. The reasons for keeping a Bosnian citizenship were at that 
point, however, largely pragmatic, especially for Sabina’s older daughter, as 
renouncing it meant they would be charged a significant administrative fee.

Nela’s story is, in her words, a story of successful integration. Like Sabina, 
she started contemplating the possibility of return in late 1995, after the 
Dayton Peace Accords were signed, when her husband could f inally join 
the family. This meant she could undergo her long-postponed medical 
procedure, while he took care of their daughter. She decided to wait the 
decision out and stay in Czechia. In 1997, when the Czech government 
opened the voluntary repatriation program, she eventually chose to apply 
for permanent residence on humanitarian grounds. At the time of our 
interview, she typically traveled a few times a year to Sarajevo, but continued 
to think of Prague as her home.

For Edib and his family, the decision to stay was also deeply emotional, 
rather than practical. Toward the end of his narrative, he talks about com-
plications his family kept encountering as foreigners living in Czechia. 
Almost apologetically, he explains this was the reason they renounced their 
Bosnian citizenship. His wife then initiated an application procedure for 
Czech citizenship, which, in the end, took a year to come through. At the 
f inal interview, Edib was asked why he wanted the citizenship. “I said I 
don’t want it, I’d rather keep my own, but it’s impossible to live here without 
this. [There are] so many problems without this passport.”71 At the time 
of interview, Edib still felt Yugoslav at heart, and considered both Sarajevo 
and Prague his home.

In turn, Zoran revealed deep doubts about his identity and belonging as 
a result of the refugee experience:

I mean, so you’re never a person from the Czech Republic, you’re never a 
person from [Belgium], you can f it in, you can become a resident, you’re 

70	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Sabina, recorded by Karla Koutková, March 4, 2021.
71	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Edib Jaganjac, recorded by Karla Koutková, April 30, 2021.
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being accepted but […] I don’t know, it’s really strange but when you’re a 
refugee you will always ask yourself: Is this my base? Where are my roots?72

The question of roots becomes increasingly relevant for Zoran when speaking 
of his imagined future: “When I’m sixty-f ive, if I ever get… so old, am I 
going to, will I need to go back to some kind of roots? Do I need some kind 
of security to be the same as everyone around you or not?”73 His reitera-
tions of normalcy attached to the past and the idea of a stable home, too, 
confirm some of the f indings on the displacement of Georgian internally 
displaced persons from Abkhazia74 and Syrians in Turkey75 in that the past 
is associated with “normality, security, familiarity, wealth, and comfort,” 
while the present and future are interpreted against such lost “normality.” 
Zoran’s narrative reveals that these feelings may not go away even decades 
after an externally successful integration.

In Sabina’s, Nela’s, and Edib’s cases, their perceived home in Czechia was 
a result of their conscious efforts and asynchronous with the institutional 
acknowledgment, which was marked by contingency and uncertainty. 
Unlike in the case of the day-to-day work life of people with temporary 
refuge, the hierarchy of the institutional over the individual timescale 
was more ambiguous in the arena of creating an affective attachment to 
and identifying with the place where one lives. The process and practice of 
homemaking was marked by a greater sense of autonomy going beyond the 
institutionalized options into affections that may be evolving, and multiple.

Conclusion

This chapter has contrasted a state-centered approach to the practice of 
temporary refuge with the bottom-up perspective of Bosnians who came 
to Czechoslovakia and Czechia in the 1990s and were granted temporary 
refugee status. While advocates of temporary protection applaud the swifter 
administrative process and states’ greater possibilities for regulation, the 
downsides become visible when looking at the individual level of refugees. 
This chapter drew attention to the complexity of temporary refuge with 
a retrospective look of oral history, revealing the temporal dimension of 

72	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
73	 Unlikely Refuge? interview with Zoran, recorded by Karla Koutková, May 4, 2021.
74	 Kabachnik, Regulska, and Mitchneck, “Displacing Blame,” 123–40.
75	 Sengul, “Syrian Refugees’ Homemaking in Gaziantep.”



228�K  arla Koutková 

narrators’ lives as refugees. When it comes to the question of how one un-
derstands their decision to become a refugee, the narratives reveal different 
paces and timings of subjective self-understandings and the institutional 
timescale with its repeated pattern of yearly readmission. They go beyond 
the binary of an instant moment versus a f low of stages and suggest that 
a more nuanced approach is needed that takes into account the societal 
portrayal of refugees at a given point in time, as well as their agency.

The narratives further reveal the vulnerability of refugees’ economic and 
work situations in the context of the evolving and restrictive institutional-
ized timescale. As some of them construed it, the chronopolitics of delayed 
appointments, long waiting times, and lengthy procedures manifested 
through various instances of the state played into their already existent 
insecurities. In the words of one of the narrators: “Many people do not 
understand that when people are fleeing as refugees, their problems start 
the moment they flee. They are fleeing the war zone but instead of the war 
problems, […] the other problems are starting to emerge which are in a way 
just as diff icult.”76 It was in manifesting agency vis-à-vis these problems 
that participants could build their lives with a sense of normalcy, be it in 
“waiting out” the administrative obstacles and yearly renewals, accepting 
less qualif ied jobs, and recreating their work lives, or leaving to live in 
another country to achieve greater stability through permanent protection. 
Finally, when it comes to homemaking, both as time spent and needed to 
create an affective attachment and as the institutional acknowledgment of 
one’s continuous presence, the empirical f indings in this chapter reveal a 
detachment of the two timelines, the institutionalized process of recognition 
through citizenship, and the individual and emotive effort to disentangle 
from the imagined idealized past, overcome institutional impediments, 
and create new lasting attachments.
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8.	 Toward a Conceptual History of 
Refugees in Hungary
Ágnes Katalin Kelemen

Abstract: Drawing on an examination of Hungarian encyclopedias, the 
chapter lays the groundwork for the conceptual historical investigation 
of Hungarian terms related to refugeedom. It traces the recent emergence 
of the neologism migráns (migrant) which carries negative connota-
tions of asylum seekers, as opposed to the word menekült (refugee). The 
chapter makes the case for connecting refugee history as a topic and 
conceptual history as a method, an approach which will be particularly 
fruitful for historians of Hungary, since “refugee” is often thought of 
as the inverse of “citizen” in the Hungarian as well as international 
discourse of the 2020s, and the Hungarian tradition of conceptual history 
has been very much concerned with polgár (citoyen, bourgeois) and 
állampolgár (citizen).

Keywords: Refugee; migrant; conceptual history; Hungary; encyclopedias

In 2015, Hungarian off icials began referring to non-European asylum 
seekers as migránsok (migrants) as opposed to menekültek (refugees, 
which is a legally unprecise but widely used term for asylum seekers in 
everyday parlance) in governmental communication. The change was 
based on the claim that migrants move for economic reasons and are less 
deserving of support than refugees, who are f leeing from persecution and 
other potentially fatal threats. Importantly, migráns (migrant) as such 
had rarely been used in such contexts up to this point. Normal usage in 
the Hungarian language specif ied whether one was an immigrant or an 
emigrant. The pejorative usage of the neologism migráns in Hungarian 
is demonstrated in a study by the linguist Roberta Rada that analyzes 
a corpus of f ive thousand Hungarian texts, albeit with a focus on other 
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terms, namely, határ, határkerítés, and határzár (border, border fence, 
and border closure).1

The present chapter likewise focuses on related terminology and its 
historical development, mainly with regard to the meanings of menekült 
(refugee), állampolgár (citizen), bevándorló (immigrant), kivándorló and 
emigrant (both of the latter can only be translated as emigrant, but the 
difference will be detailed later). Many interpretations of refugeedom 
suggest an inverse relationship between refugee and citizen. To put it 
simply, refugees are often associated with vulnerability and displacement 
due to the lack of protection by a state, and such protection is bound to 
citizenship. For instance, Ukrainian citizens who moved to Hungary 
due to the current war in Ukraine can apply for asylum. On the other 
hand, individuals who hold dual Ukrainian-Hungarian citizenship who 
used to live in Ukraine (in Zakarpattia Oblast) but moved to Hungary 
because of the same war cannot request asylum. In this system, one is 
either a refugee or a citizen. Bevándorlók (immigrants) and kivándorlók 
and emigránsok (emigrants) are chosen as focal points because these 
are replaced in more recent discourse by the more generic term migráns 
(migrant) to describe, on the one hand, those who would be called “eco-
nomic migrants” in English or used to be called gazdasági bevándorlók 
(economic immigrants) in Hungarian, and on the other hand to describe 
unwelcome asylum seekers.

The vehemence of governmental hostility shown toward asylum seekers 
in 2015 was unusual in Hungary, and migráns (migrant) was a neologism 
(earlier it existed in professional jargon only) that reflected this. On the 
other hand, there are historical precedents for reserving the term menekült 
(refugee) for those asylum seekers who are welcome. Furthermore, the 
parallel existence of different meanings and opposed associations with 
regard to refugee-related concepts—refugee, asylum, citizen(ship), emi-
grant, emigration, immigrant, immigration, repatriation—is not a novel 
phenomenon in Hungarian society. Since 2015, however, the battle over 
whom to call a menekült (refugee) has become especially central to public 
discourse, for it was then that the Hungarian government began questioning 
the legitimacy of Middle Eastern asylum seekers’ quest for refugee status. 
Menedék (asylum), kivándorlás (emigration), bevándorlás (immigration), 
and visszahonosítás (the legal act of repatriation) are closely connected to 
refugeedom, and their interpretation has been very influential on that of 
refugeedom. Hence, this chapter pays attention to the historical development 

1	 Rada, “Határok… 2015-ben 1. rész,” 419–25; Rada, “Határok… 2015-ben 2. rész,” 21–34.
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of these terms and others, including menekült (refugee), állampolgár (citizen), 
bevándorló (immigrant), kivándorló, and emigráns (emigrant).

A conceptual history approach enables scholars to explain changes that 
look like surprising discrepancies on the surface. For example: Hungary was 
the f irst “Second World” country to join the Geneva Convention Relating 
to the Status of Refugees during the Cold War— on March 14, 19892—but 
since the mid-2010s, it has been the member state of the European Union 
most openly inhospitable to refugees. On the surface, it might appear that 
the reason for this change was simply that in the 1980s most asylum seekers 
were Hungarians from Romania, unlike in the mid-2010s. The Fidesz Party 
(which has governed Hungary since 2010) and Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, 
however, have merely accentuated and accelerated an already ongoing 
process of declining acceptance of refugees and immigrants, a decline that 
concerned acceptance of ethnic Hungarians from Romania, too, starting 
already in the 1990s. Academics who had closely followed and researched the 
development of Hungary’s refugee policy from the late 1980s warned as early 
as 2008—when the Hungarian Socialist Party was still in government—of 
the growing xenophobia and called for historical research on refugee recep-
tion over time.3 Since then, Hungary’s commitment to human rights and 
its international obligations has faded from the administrative practice of 
refugee reception and governmental communications.

Conceptual history is based on the recognition of language’s importance 
in shaping actions. Language systemizes experiences, rendering them 
comparable and categorizable. Language enables us to connect phenomena 
across considerable differences of time and space. Without words, human 
acts cannot be communicated. Hence, there is no society without shared 
concepts, and at the same time our concepts are rooted in political and 
social systems. Conceptual history and social history thus depend on each 
other. Since historians primarily rely on textual sources, they must reflect 
on how reliable their juxtapositions of words and things are. Both realities 
and words change—but not at the exact same pace. Words tend to take on 
new meanings more slowly, only after a certain degree of societal change has 
already taken place and needs to be discussed. At the same time, concepts 
have an impact on actions and societal change, as well. Unless we are 
mindful of the changing meanings of concepts, we may easily misread our 
sources, or they even may remain unreadable for us.

2	 However, non-aligned Yugoslavia was the f irst socialist country to join the convention 
(July 28, 1951).
3	 Sík and Tóth, “Introduction,” 5–7.
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The best-known works of conceptual history, such as the German lexicon 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, historicize social phenomena by narrating how 
the meanings of key social concepts changed over time.4 In a more recent 
example, the historian Andreas Kossert, who studies German expellees 
from East-Central Europe after 1945,5 narrates escape as a thread around 
which the story of humankind’s universal history can be woven, like the 
main f ilament of a text(ile)6 based on the construction and proliferation 
of the German term Flüchtling (refugee) since the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century.7 Until then, refugees were named with the French 
word réfugiés, and when the word Flüchtling spread, it was still reserved 
for German refugees.8

With regard to the history of Hungary and Hungarians, conceptual 
history’s ref lections on the meanings of refugee(dom) and citizen(ship) 
may be found particularly relevant because the concept of an állampolgár 
(citizen) is closely connected to that of a polgár (civilian, the equivalent 
of the German Bürger) which has been a central concern for Hungarian 
conceptual historians for decades. This has to do with perceptions of the 
Dualist period (1867–1918) as the most successful period of the country’s 
history, the era when a substantial middle class emerged through the 
social mobility and urbanization of many peasants. This period is also 
remembered as something of a golden age of civic liberty, despite the fact 
that a majority of the population did not have the right to vote and/or be 
elected as a representative, so that, in fact, few people wielded agency to 
influence political decisions. Nevertheless, in comparison to the Horthy-
era between the two world wars and state socialism, civil society—for 
instance civilian activism to promote causes through associations—was 
indeed more encouraged. The importance of the notion of civilian agency 
and civil society after four decades of state socialism (1949–89) is also 
demonstrated by the fact that in 1995 one of the parties (Fidesz) began 
calling itself the Hungarian Civic Party (Magyar Polgári Párt) and organized 
highly successful “civilian circles” that then played an important role not 
only in attracting voters but also in mobilizing them during and between 
election cycles.9

4	 Brunner, Conze, and Koselleck, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe.
5	 Kossert, Kalte Heimat.
6	 Kossert, Flucht.
7	 “Vom Refugié zum Flüchtling in der Moderne—eine Begriffsklärung,” in Kossert, Flucht, 
29–40.
8	 Kossert, Flucht, 31–34.
9	 Fidesz won the parliamentary elections in 1998, 2010, 2014, 2018, and 2022.
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Most interpretations of citizenship understand it as an expression of 
an individual’s belonging to a state. Being a refugee, on the other hand, 
means one’s citizenship is fragile or entirely lacking. External refugees 
leave the country of their original citizenship due to persecution—at the 
hands of their own state or under an occupying power—or at least a lack 
of protection. Thus, their relationship with their country is either directly 
abusive or at least indirectly so in cases where the state is unable to shield 
them from danger. Those who escape abroad become refugees in a new 
country where they are not citizens. In this case being a citizen and being 
a refugee are inverse situations.

In some cases, however, individuals flee from a place of residence within 
their state of citizenship to another location within the country. The number 
of such internal refugees (or internally displaced persons, IDPs, in today’s 
terminology)—is steadily rising globally.10 In such cases, citizens call on 
their state to fulf ill its duty to protect and provide for them. The state’s 
responsibility to do so derives from its sovereignty: Sovereign states’ govern-
ments are responsible for protecting their citizens’ human rights, and, 
should they be unwilling or unable to do so, an international responsibility 
emerges.11 As has been pointed out in many cases, including the current 
war in Ukraine since 2014, the situation of internally displaced persons is 
sometimes even more problematic than that of externally displaced refugees, 
and yet IDPs frequently receive less attention.12 Because citizenship and 
refugeedom are connected in this sovereignty-as-responsibility approach, 
researchers interested in the conceptual history of “citizen” and “citizenship” 
may benefit from exploring the development of the concepts of “refugee” 
and “refugeedom.”13

Importantly, in Hungary the division between internal and external 
refugees was not always sharp. Those Hungarians who left the territories 
detached from Hungary as a result of the First World War were initially 
de iure internal refugees while de facto they were external, since the 
neighboring states assumed control of those territories already in 1918 as 
Austria-Hungary disintegrated. In 1920 the Treaty of Trianon established 
new state borders according to which the places of origin of the formerly 
internal refugees now off icially belonged to other states. These refugees 

10	 “Internal Displacement Monitoring Center (IDCM),” 12.
11	 Weiss and Korn, Internal Displacement, 1.
12	 Mikheieva, Sereda, and Kuzemska, “Forced Displacement,” 199–200.
13	 See more scholarly approaches to internal displacement in Weiss and Korn, Internal 
Displacement.
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thereby became de iure external refugees, since their existing Hungarian 
citizenship was discontinued.14 Maintaining their Hungarian citizenship 
required off icially opting for it, or repatriation if they failed to opt before 
the deadline. These refugees are known as “Trianon refugees.” This treaty 
diminished the territory of Hungary to one-third of its former extent and 
made three million Hungarians inhabitants of other countries. Due to its 
magnitude, the story of Trianon refugees and the discourse surrounding 
them greatly influenced thinking about refugees in Hungarian.

Regarding conceptual history, the most important studies by Hungarian 
scholars in this f ield include Károly Halmos’s work15 on the polgár (civil-
ian) and on polgárosodás (embourgeoisement) and Márton Szabó’s study 
on the replacement of the concept of állampolgár (citizen) by that of the 
dolgozó (worker) in state socialism.16 Halmos argued for the usefulness 
of encyclopedias and lexica as sources by pointing out their place on the 
intersection and as intermediaries between the scholarly community and 
the general public. Hence, he followed the diachronic development of the 
Hungarian terms polgár (civilian), polgárosodás (embourgeoisement), 
civilizáció (civilization), and kultúra (culture) from very f irst Hungarian 
encyclopedias and lexica (1831)17 to the end of state socialism (1989). Im-
portantly, as early as 1862, the notion of állampolgár (citizen) was so central 
to being a polgár (civilian) that the former had an entry, while even the 
most up-to-date encyclopedia did not include an entry for the latter.18 
By the time the classical lexica of the turn of the century (Pallas)19 and 
the f irst three decades of the twentieth century (Révai)20 were published, 
állampolgár and polgár had parted ways as lexical entries. Twentieth-century 
reference books dedicate separate entries to állampolgár (citizen) and 
polgár (civilian). As mentioned above, other historians have discussed 

14	 See a concise history of refugee reception in twentieth-century Hungary in Kelemen, 
“Refugees and the ‘Other Hungary’,” 491–514.
15	 Halmos, “Polgár- Polgárosodás-Civilizáció-Kultúra,” 131–66. More recent re-publication in 
Halmos, Költség és költészet, 15–52.
16	 Szabó, “A dolgozó mint állampolgár,” 151–71.
17	 Közhasznú esmeretek tára: A’ Conversations-Lexicon szerént Magyarországra alkalmaztatva, 
Pest: Heckenast Gusztáv, 1831–1834, 12 vols.
18	 Egyetemes magyar encyclopedia, Vol. 4, Pest: Szent István Társulat, 1862, 846.
19	 Pallas nagy lexikona, Budapest: Pallas, 1893–1904, 18 vols.
20	 Pallas nagy lexikona and Révai nagy lexikona, Budapest: Révai, 1911–1935, 21 vols. The owner 
of the Pallas publishing house (Pallas Irodalmi és Nyomdai joint stock company), Lajos Gerő, 
went bankrupt in 1906, hence he sold the rights of the publication to his main creditor, the Révai 
joint stock company. As a result, there is a lot of overlap between the Pallas and Révai lexica; 
both publishers used the help of their contemporary Hungarian scholarly community.
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the conceptual history of the latter, but “citizen” is more important for 
the present study because it is closely connected to refugeedom. Lexical 
definitions of állampolgár (citizen) covered all the practical legal questions 
that had once been discussed under polgár (civilian).21 These entries defined 
állampolgárság (citizenship) as the individual’s connection to the state 
and the political nation and detailed ways of gaining and losing such a tie 
and the rights and obligations it entailed. They furthermore highlighted 
the relevance of citizenship even if the individual sojourned abroad, as the 
state was still the protector of their interests and also entitled to punish 
them if they broke its laws. Such semantic shifts reflect the construction 
and development of practices connected to modern citizenship.

Halmos also highlights which historical changes in political awareness 
remained underrepresented in encyclopedias and lexica. The end of the First 
World War did not bring about a caesura, and the Stalinist period (1949–56) 
failed to produce a comprehensive lexicon. This is not to say that the concepts 
of citizen and citizenship did not change, but that the circumstances may 
not have allowed publishers to produce new encyclopedias. This was in the 
f irst case in part because the First World War had impeded the completion 
of series that had been started earlier and now needed to be continued. 
During the interwar period, however, some lexica emerged which offered 
alternatives to those published by the prestigious publishing houses and 
which “cultured” middle-class families were expected to own (i.e., the lexica 
published by Pallas and Révai).

The publisher of the social democratic daily newspaper Népszava came 
out with Társadalmi lexikon22 (Social Lexicon)23 in 1928, which offered 
a left-wing interpretation of the world in its entries, including topics to 
which social democrats paid particular attention (such as the problem of 
alcoholism). The editors of the Új idők lexikona (Lexicon of New Times), 
published from 1936 to 1942,24 on the contrary, offered a right-wing lens 
through which to look at the world. They declared their intention to explain 
the phenomena of the period in a “purely Hungarian” (színmagyar) spirit.25 

21	 Pallas nagy lexikona, vol. 1. (1893), 403–404; Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 1 (1911), 395–96.
22	 Társadalmi lexikon [Social Lexicon], Budapest: Népszava, 1928.
23	 For the sake of readability, the English translations of these titles are used in subsequent 
references to these volumes despite the fact that no work in English was actually published 
under this title and the reference is in fact to the Hungarian publication.
24	 Since lexica were often published over a time span of years or decades, when referring to 
entries in them, only the publication year of the relevant volume will be cited throughout this 
chapter.
25	 Új idők lexikona [Lexicon of New Times], Budapest: Singer és Wolfner, 1936–1942, 24 vols.
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A volume titled A magyar feltámadás lexikona (The Lexicon of Hungarian 
Resurrection) was published in 1930, between the two above, to mark 
the tenth anniversary of the Treaty of Trianon (1920). Its editors claimed 
it was meant to commemorate the efforts of those “who participated in 
the great work of rebuilding Hungary that resulted in laying the founda-
tions of the future Hungary on the ruins of Trianon” with no political or 
denominational partiality.26 The result is nevertheless—and of course—no 
less informed by its editor’s politics than its left-wing and nationalist 
counterparts; it is only ideologically driven in a less explicit form. In the 
same period, religious denominations also came out with their own new 
lexica, providing their members with information specif ically relevant 
to their faith.27

With regard to citizenship, Social Lexicon did not propose any significantly 
different framing from the mainstream Pallas (1893–1904) and Révai (1911–35) 
lexica, but unlike those two publications preceding the First World War, it 
could reflect on the impact of the Treaty of Trianon. Social Lexicon was f irst 
published in 1928, while the relevant volumes of Pallas and Révai containing 
állampolgárság were published in 1893 and 1911, respectively. Social Lexicon 
explained that those citizens of former Greater Hungary who were residing 
in territories which the Treaty of Trianon detached from Hungary lost their 
Hungarian citizenship unless they had retained it with the legal act of 
optálás (option). Expressing only mild criticism of the interwar Hungarian 
political regime, it was noted that visszahonosítás (repatriation) through a 
process of naturalization was in principle possible for those who had not 
opted for Hungarian citizenship by this legal act of option, but remained 
uncertain because granting it was in the hands of the interior minister who 
could decide arbitrarily which petitions to accept.

The peculiarity of állampolgár (citizen) in the Lexicon of New Times 
(1936) lies in its mentioning that, “in Germany, a new interpretation of 
citizenship has recently developed.” This sentence remained without any 
explicit reference to the Nuremberg laws and the infusion of racism into 
defining who was a German citizen, and it was also left without any explicit 
value judgment.28 The Lexicon of Hungarian Resurrection (1930) limits itself 

26	 Foreword of A magyar feltámadás lexikona: A magyar legújabb kor története [Lexicon 
of Hungarian Resurrection: The History of Hungary’s Most Recent Era] by the editor Géza 
Szentmiklóssy (Budapest: Európa, 1930), 5. The phrase “on the ruins of Trianon” refers to the 
circumstances caused by the Treaty of Trianon.
27	 Zsidó lexikon [Jewish Lexicon], Budapest: Zsidó lexikon kiadása, 1929; Katolikus lexikon 
[Catholic Lexicon], Budapest: Magyar Kultúra, 1932.
28	 Új idők lexikona, vols. 1–2 (1936), 257–58.
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to explaining the details of Hungary’s legislation on citizenship.29 Overall, 
we can observe that encyclopedic discussions on the meaning of “citizen” 
and “citizenship” during the interwar period did not reflect on the dramatic 
consequences of the Treaty of Trianon (1920) to the extent one would expect. 
Instead, as we shall see below, these changes were reflected upon in the 
discussion on refugees.

In the brief period of governance by a coalition of communists and the 
democratic parties after the Second World War, only the publishers of the 
classical Révai lexicon came up with a new encyclopedia. In it, állampol-
gárság (citizenship) has a very short entry, which directed readers seeking 
more information about citizens’ rights to the entry under szabadságjogok 
(liberty rights), which in turn referred to emberi jogok (human rights). 
It remains a question as to what extent such editorial decisions may be 
indicative of fears that the political climate—under pressure from the 
communists and the Soviet troops stationed in Hungary—was evolving 
toward a regime that would disregard most of the rights explained in this 
entry. Alongside many other civic liberties, the entry highlighted the freedom 
of emigration and of choosing citizenship among human rights.30

While the Stalinist period went by without its own encyclopedia, Új 
magyar lexikon (New Hungarian Lexicon) was published during the Kádár 
era (1957–89).31 This lexicon’s állampolgárság (citizenship) entry focuses on 
the modes of gaining and losing Hungarian citizenship. However, separate 
entries are dedicated to citizens’ rights32 and citizens’ obligations.33 The 
former lists a few civic liberties that citizens in the Hungarian People’s 
Democracy could in fact not practice (such as the freedom of speech and 
press). It is noteworthy that these were at the bottom of the list, whereas 
rights deemed important for ideological reasons were prioritized: the right to 
work and be paid appropriately, the right to rest and have vacation, the right 
to the protection of health, the right to state support in case of decreased 
capability to work, the right to study and access cultural opportunities, and 
equality among the sexes.34 The entry on citizens’ obligations declares that 
all obligations are embedded in the duty to help the state build socialism. 
Hence, citizens are required to guard and strengthen society’s common 

29	 A magyar feltámadás lexikona, 50.
30	 Révai kétkötetes lexikona [Révai’s Two-Volume Lexicon], Budapest: Révai Irodalmi Intézet, 
1947–1948, vol. 2 (1948), 358–59.
31	 Új magyar lexikon [New Hungarian Lexicon], Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1959–1981, 8 vols.
32	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 1 (8th unchanged edition) (1960), 75–76.
33	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 1 (1960), 76.
34	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 1 (1960), 76.
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property, to enhance the economic achievements of the country, to improve 
the people’s democracy, and to perform military service.35

Such encyclopedic definitions of citizens’ rights and obligations point in the 
same direction as the conceptual history of dolgozó (worker) by Márton Szabó, 
although he used different sources (mainly legal and political documents). 
Szabó analyzed the semantic changes of dolgozó (worker) in three distinct pe-
riods of Hungarian socialism that represented three distinct types of socialism: 
the councils’ republic of 1919, the period of personality cult (1947–56), and the 
Kádár regime (1957–89). Szabó puts forward the argument that socialist policy 
replaced the citizen with the worker in political discourse and constructed a 
new political subject. Even the constitution of the Hungarian People’s Republic 
tied electoral right (which was largely a formality in any case) and eligibility 
to being a productive worker. It thus put an end to the idea of citizenship as it 
had been known in a civilian (or bourgeois) democracy where rights connected 
to citizenship could not be lost because of economic “uselessness.”

Following up on Szabó’s narration, we should also look at the most 
comprehensive encyclopedic endeavor of the post-socialist late twentieth 
century in Hungary under the patronage of President Árpád Göncz, namely, 
Magyar nagylexikon (Hungarian Encyclopedia, 1993–2004). It displays a 
return to a pre-socialist understanding of citizenship def ined as the legal 
relationship between a person and a state; it provides a historical overview 
of the laws that had regulated citizenship in Hungary from the Dualist 
period (1867–1918) onwards.36 For contextualizing the Hungarian case, it is 
important to note—as Michal Frankl has shown—that many of the terms 
used in the East-Central European region (e.g., uchodźca in Polish, uprchlík in 
Czech, izbeglica in Croatian and Serbian), similarly to menekült37 in Hungar-
ian, focus on people’s going away from somewhere rather than a necessity 
to protect and shelter people in need.38 Such etymological observations 
may lead to the impression that in these cultures refugees are connected to 
displacement rather than refugeedom. A conceptual historical investigation, 
however, can lead to a more nuanced conclusion. Regarding the case of the 

35	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 1 (1960), 75–76.
36	 Magyar nagylexikon [Hungarian Encyclopedia], Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1993, Vol. 1 
(1993), 538–39.
37	 Menekült is derived from the verb menekül, which in turn stems from menik, an antiquated 
form of megy (“goes”). See menekül and ment entries in Etimológiai szótár. Magyar szavak és 
toldalékok eredete [Etymological Dictionary. The Origin of Hungarian Words and Appendixes], 
Budapest: Tinta Könyvkiadó, 2021, 559.
38	 See the section titled “Refugee Studies between ‘West’ and ‘East’” in [Frankl], “Detailed 
Project.”
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Hungarian term for refugee (menekült), it was simply not the most widely 
used term to discuss people who needed to flee.

The popular mainstream Hungarian lexica of the twentieth century 
(Révai, New Hungarian Lexicon, Hungarian Encyclopedia), speak about 
refugeedom under other keywords that focus precisely on the necessity of 
protection and shelter, namely under menedék (asylum) and menedékjog 
(right to asylum). Menekült (refugee) per se does not even appear in these 
works as an entry. This fact, on the other hand, suggests that, in the process 
of escape, the actor used to be regarded as less important than the social 
and legal structures they rely on for protection.

The editors of Révai in 1915 focused on the medieval Christian concept 
of refugium when discussing asylum and right to asylum.39 Nevertheless, 
they mentioned that more recently a similar kind of extraterritoriality 
and protection from persecution and punishment had been provided by 
embassies. They also added that asylum could refer to the sheltering of 
homeless people as well as of prostitutes and alcoholics. The Lexicon of New 
Times (1936–42) likewise referred to the medieval ius refugii as a starting 
point and went into more details of ancient Greek and biblical concepts of 
asylum, but added information about the contemporary right to asylum as 
a state’s entitlement to deny the extradition of alleged criminals who have 
escaped to its territory, emphasizing that this was especially relevant in 
the case of foreigners persecuted in their homeland for political crimes.40 
Social Lexicon (1928) does not treat the topic of asylum at all.

One may expect that the impact of the First World War and the arrival 
of Trianon menekültek (Trianon refugees) into the now diminished territory 
of Hungary could be examined especially well by studying The Lexicon of 
Hungarian Resurrection that was published for the tenth anniversary of the 
peace treaty. Since this lexicon is organized around biographical entries, 
however, information about refugees needs to be retrieved mainly from 
individual biographies. The refugee topic is not dealt with in the focused 
manner one might expect given the number of Trianon refugees.41 Readers 
could see, however, that many of the illustrious members of the interwar 
Hungarian elite had come from territories detached in 1920.

The New Hungarian Lexicon (1959–62) of the state-socialist period explains 
the right to asylum along the same lines as the Lexicon of New Times (1936–42): 

39	 Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 13 (1915), 597.
40	 Új idők lexikona, vols. 17–18 (1940), 4490.
41	 426,000 out of the eight million inhabitants of post-Trianon Hungary. Mocsy, The Effects of 
World War I, 10–12.
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the right of refugees to sojourn in a foreign country without being extradited 
to their homelands where they were considered political criminals. Its 
authors highlight in addition that contemporary Hungary provided such 
rights to people who were elsewhere persecuted for their democratic (i.e., 
socialist or communist) behavior and activity for the liberation of peoples. 
This lexicon’s entry also goes into some detail about what such refugees 
were entitled to in Hungary in comparison to the rights of citizens.42 Thus, 
in this case, menekült (refugee) and állampolgár (citizen) were interpreted 
as the inverses of each other and the refugee par excellence was a political 
refugee. The post-socialist Hungarian Encyclopedia (1993–2004) def ines 
menedékjog (asylum) as protection given by a state to foreign or stateless 
people recognized by that state as menekültek (refugees), due to persecution 
(or a well-grounded fear of such) in their homeland or place of residence 
for belonging to a national or ethnic group or for their religious or political 
conviction.43 The authors, thus, had only external refugees in mind. They 
provided a quite exhaustive overview of the relevant international conven-
tions—including the Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
from 1951—and the historical and social importance of the topic under the 
entry for menekültügy (refugee issues).44

Emigráns (emigrant) is often understood as a person who—like a refu-
gee—experiences oppression in the home country and therefore—unlike 
a refugee—leaves without being physically forced to do so. Révai (1911–35) 
def ines an emigrant45 as someone who leaves due to political or religious 
oppression, either permanently or at least until circumstances improve in 
their native country. It is important to note that Hungarian also has a second 
word for emigrant: kivándorló. Kivándorló is almost always a label for those 
who leave their home country in search of better economic circumstances. 
So much so that the Lexicon of New Times (1936–42) def ines emigráció as 
emigration (i.e., kivándorlás) not for economic but for political reasons.46 
The authors differentiate between forced and voluntary emigrants, the 
former having fled to escape persecution or punishment. If their crime is of a 
political nature—i.e., they are not common criminals—they enjoy the right 
to asylum abroad. Thus, as we can see, emigráns (emigrant) functioned as a 
synonym for menekült (refugee) in the 1930s and early 1940s. It is noteworthy 

42	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 4 (1961), 597.
43	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 12 (2001), 913.
44	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 12 (2001), 913–14.
45	 Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 6 (1912), 466.
46	 Új idők lexikona, vols. 7–8 (1937), 2050.
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that the same understanding is present in the entry on emigráció (emigra-
tion) in the late nineteenth-century Pallas lexicon.47

On the other hand, the New Hungarian Lexicon (1959–62) does not make 
such a sharp distinction between kivándorló (emigrant) (1961) and emigráns 
(emigrant) (1960). It allows space for economically motivated emigrants 
in its emigráció (emigration) entry, but it also focuses on emigrants and 
especially on communities of emigrants whose motivation was political 
(leaders of the Rákóczi Uprising [1703–11], revolutionaries of 1848 and 
1918, as well as emigrants from other nations during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries).48 Since this lexicon was edited under state socialism, 
its examples are primarily the Hungarian communist emigrants of the 
interwar period. Under kivándorlás (emigration), this lexicon’s authors deal 
with the mechanisms of labor migration in capitalism particularly from 
(earlier) colonized countries and note that since unemployment was wiped 
out and the life standard was developing, kivándorlás rapidly diminished 
from socialist countries. Nevertheless, the authors do acknowledge the 
impossibility of denying that two hundred thousand Hungarians left after 
the revolution was repressed in 1956. If kivándorlás (emigration) had been 
as sharply distinguished from emigráció (emigration) in this period as had 
been the case in the Lexicon of New Times published during the war, the 
authors might not have been caught up in this contradiction, since the 
1956 refugees would certainly have been considered political rather than 
economic emigrants. Here, however, the authors were seemingly forced to 
discuss political emigration under kivándorlás too, and thus ended up argu-
ing somewhat problematically that emigration from socialist countries (the 
GDR and 1956 Hungarian emigration are given as examples in parentheses) 
resulted from the empty promises and panic caused by imperialists. This also 
reflects on the signif icance of labor integration for asylum in state-socialist 
countries, as Nikola Tohma discusses in another chapter.49

The Hungarian Encyclopedia (1993–2004) of the post-socialist period like-
wise does not distinguish clearly between kivándorlás (emigration) (2000)50 
and emigráció (emigration) (1998).51 It does make a f ine distinction: the 
kivándorlás entry lists economic reasons in the f irst place (before political 
and religious), while the entry on emigráció lists political motivations f irst 

47	 Pallas nagy lexikona, vol. 6 (1894), 125.
48	 Új magyar lexikon, vol. 2 (1960), 192.
49	 See the chapter “The Construction of a Political Refugee: Foreign Comrades in 1950s Socialist 
Czechoslovakia” by Nikola Tohma in this volume.
50	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 11 (2000), 105.
51	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 7 (1998), 291.
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(before economic and religious). The entry on emigráció touches upon other 
phenomena relevant to refugee history. On the one hand “inner emigration” is 
mentioned when someone moves within their home country but withdraws 
from political life due to compelling circumstances. In addition, emigráció is 
also defined as a totality of refugees or voluntary emigrants (distinguished 
from refugees) in a foreign land.

Although one may think of refugees as immigrants in a country and 
Hungarian history includes signif icant episodes when refugees from abroad 
arrived in pursuit of refuge,52 Hungarian lexicon entries on immigration 
do not refer to refugees, refuge, or asylum. These concepts are relegated 
to the entries on emigration, which, even if we take into account some 
degree of national self-centeredness, is hardly justif ied. Historically, in fact, 
“Hungarian refugees” were not always Hungarians leaving Hungary, but 
rather, on several occasions, Hungarians arriving in Hungary.53 The Lexicon 
of New Times (1936) indeed mentions that immigrants can be foreigners, 
Hungarians, or returning migrants, still without mentioning that most 
Hungarian immigrants to Hungary after the First World War were refugees 
who moved because of the consequences of the Treaty of Trianon.54 When 
discussing bevándorlás (immigration), Révai (1911) quite interestingly does 
not refer to immigration to Hungary, but does highlight the importance of 
American immigration law for Hungarians.55

Unlike emigráció, the Hungarian version of the Latin word immigráció 
(immigration) is rarely used and does not differ semantically from the 
Hungarian word bevándorlás (immigration) to the same degree that emi-
gráció (emigration) differs from kivándorlás (emigration). Immigráció and 
bevándorlás are used interchangeably, as are immigráns and bevándorló 
(immigrant). The lexica that do include separate entries (immigráns in 
Révai and immigráció in the Lexicon of New Times) simply def ine these 
terms as synonyms of bevándorló and bevándorlás respectively. Surprisingly, 
neither of the socialist lexica—Social Lexicon (1928) and New Hungarian 

52	 Most famously, but not only, Polish refugees during the Second World War. Even the refugees 
of the Polish “great emigration”—the political refugees of the resurrection of 1830—often left 
through Hungary, where they found sympathy and support. On the other hand, during the 
Second World War not only Polish refugees settled in Hungary, but so did French, British, Italian 
(Badoglionist), Dutch, Czechoslovak, and Soviet prisoners of war (escapees from Nazi captivity). 
Kapronczay, Lengyel menekültek Magyarországon.
53	 Most notably the “Trianon refugees” and Transylvanian Hungarians escaping Ceaușescu’s 
dictatorship in Romania in the 1980s. Kaszás, Erdélyi menekültek Magyarországon.
54	 Új idők lexikona, vols. 3–4 (1936), 906.
55	 Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 3 (1911), 261.
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Lexicon (1959–62)—include an entry for bevándorlás or bevándorló.56 The 
Hungarian Encyclopedia (1994) quite unexpectedly discusses the biological 
understanding (relevant in the context of new animal and plant species’ 
settling in a geographical area) of bevándorlás (immigration) as its primary 
def inition rather than foregrounding the social scientif ic one. The term’s 
legal understanding is provided as a secondary definition in which the au-
thors refer to a person’s settling for an indefinite period in a foreign country, 
possibly with no intention to return home. They add that immigrants do 
not necessarily give up their original citizenship.57

Given the significance of border changes in twentieth-century Hungarian 
history, an overview of def initions of opció/optálás (the legal act of opting 
for citizenship) and visszahonosítás (the legal act of repatriation) is due. As 
expected, Révai (1916) only gives a short to-the-point entry on opció (option), 
while Social Lexicon (1928) and the Lexicon of New Times (1941) go into the 
details of how the population of the territories detached from Hungary in the 
Treaty of Trianon were able to opt for citizenship.58 The Lexicon of Hungarian 
Resurrection dedicates surprisingly little space to this topic.59 Hungarian 
Encyclopedia (2002) does not list the case of post-Trianon Hungary as an 
example60 but does dedicate a separate entry to the “optants’ lawsuits.”61 
The much older New Hungarian Lexicon (1959–62), on the other hand, defined 
opció (option for citizenship) without mentioning this concept’s relevance 
for Hungary, since the protagonists of these lawsuits belonged to the elite 
of the Horthy era and were thus doomed to contempt and even oblivion in 
the state-socialist period.62

Visszahonosítás (the legal act of repatriation) received a whole section 
in the Lexicon of Hungarian Resurrection (1930)63 and a short entry in New 

56	 The latter one contains an entry on immigráció which is merely a word-by-word translation 
of the Latin word. Új magyar lexikon, vol. 3 (1960), 377.
57	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 3 (1994), 783.
58	 Although Social Lexicon gives the commercial meaning as the primary def inition and the 
legal one as secondary only. Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 4 (1916), 751; Társadalmi lexikon, 543; Új 
idők Lexikona, vols. 19–20 (1941), 4889.
59	 Markó Jenő dr. entry, in A magyar feltámadás lexikona, 832.
60	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 14 (2002), 167.
61	 Magyar nagylexikon, vol. 14 (2002), 176. Those Hungarians who resided or came from ter-
ritories lost by Hungary in 1920 but opted for Hungarian citizenship rather than becoming the 
citizens of Czechoslovakia, Romania or of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, were 
called optants (optánsok). The landowners among them—some of them were or successively 
became leading political f igures in Hungary—lost their properties in these countries and hence 
turned to the international courts.
62	 Optálás entry, in Új magyar lexikon, vol. 5 (1961), 282.
63	 A magyar feltámadás lexikona, 51.
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Hungarian Lexicon (1961),64 while Révai’s visszahonosítás entry directs readers 
to the entry on állampolgárság (citizenship).65 These sections include techni-
cal descriptions of the relevant Hungarian laws. The entry in the Lexicon of 
New Times (1942) likewise focuses on legalities by outlining—in a reflection 
of the contemporary zeitgeist—the antisemitic legislation that infused the 
relevant regulation during this period.66 According to a law passed in 1939, 
Law 1939: IV, Jews could not be repatriated, and the restoration of their 
citizenship after 1914 could be withdrawn.67 The Hungarian Encyclopedia 
(1993–2004), published around the turn of the twenty-f irst century, does 
not include an entry on repatriation at all.

As the above detailed comparison of Hungarian lexicon entries demon-
strates, experts who authored the mainstream lexica of twentieth-century 
Hungary highlighted refugees’ need for protection and shelter, even though 
the Hungarian term menekült (refugee) suggests a focus on displacement. 
Menekült, however, was for decades defined under other entries, such as 
menedék (asylum) and menedékjog (right to asylum). In the meantime, menekült 
(refugee) was also understood as a synonym for emigráns (emigrant)—a person 
who emigrates due to persecution or oppression, unlike a kivándorló (emigrant). 
The latter word is also an equivalent of emigrant, but it is reserved for those 
who leave voluntarily in search of better economic circumstances. During the 
second half of the twentieth century, however, this sharp distinction between 
emigráns and kivándorló began to fade. The lack of references to refugees and 
asylum in entries on immigration and immigrants suggests—in accordance 
with the initial hypothesis of the Unlikely Refuge? project68—that, despite 
several significant episodes in which immigrants to Hungary were refugees, 
Hungary has not been thought of as a likely refuge, not even by its own citizens.

While lexicon entries provide useful snapshots of changes in the inter-
pretation of a term, discourse analysis of a large body of sources—including 
relevant media articles, political speeches and texts, minutes of parliamen-
tary sessions, and even f iction—will enable us to capture the processes 
through which the term’s meaning changed. The present study is limited 
to the exploration of the snapshots but aims to introduce further research 
of a larger body of texts which might explore a further question: How did 

64	 Here the entry is called repatriálás: Új magyar lexikon, vol. 5 (1961), 554.
65	 Révai nagy lexikona, vol. 19 (1926), 384.
66	 Új idők lexikona, vols. 23–24 (1942), 6134.
67	 Moreover, if a Jew lost his or her citizenship at some point and it was restored later than 1914 
(which was the case for many Jews when Hungary lost territories in the end of the First World 
War and they opted for Hungarian citizenship), the restoration was annulled by Law 1939: IV.
68	 Frankl, “East Central Europe,” 473–89.
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the presence of various waves of refugees impact the meaning of menekült 
(refugee) in Hungary, be it the presence of First World War refugees, Trianon 
refugees, Jewish refugees from Nazism, other refugees during the Second 
World War, political refugees of the state-socialist period, refugees of the 
Yugoslav wars in the 1990s, or the refugees of 2015?

A thorough discourse analysis of the press related to refugees—with a focus 
on the most widely read newspapers and periodicals—and an exploration of 
Hungarian literary corpora is facilitated by the means of digital humanities. It 
is important to reflect on the relationship between the digital corpora and the 
canon.69 From a conceptual history perspective, highly regarded fiction and 
genre f iction should also be considered. The captivating crime novel A Sellő 
titka (The Mermaid’s Secret) by Éva Cserháti, for instance, is a more relevant 
literary representation of thinking about refugees than many authoritative 
pieces of Hungarian literature, since several of its central characters arrive 
in Hungary in 1949 as children fleeing from the Greek Civil War and then 
grow up in Hungary. This background plays a role in their decisions.70

To conclude, this chapter has made the case for connecting refugee history 
as a topic and conceptual history as a method, an approach that will be 
particularly fruitful for historians of Hungary, since “refugee” is often thought 
of as the inverse of “citizen” in the Hungarian, as well as international, 
discourse of the 2020s and the Hungarian tradition of conceptual history 
is very much concerned with polgár (citoyen, bourgeois) and állampolgár 
(citizen). Despite the particularly fertile soil that the Hungarian tradition of 
conceptual history provides for connecting refugee history and the method 
of conceptual history, a comparative investigation with the conceptual 
history of refugees in other East-Central European languages would also 
be a logical continuation of such scholarly endeavors.

In addition, in following a century of development in def initions of 
menekült (refugee), állampolgár (citizen), and bevándorló (immigrant) 
among other terms, this chapter has shown that none of these three had a 
purely negative meaning. This is why a neologism migráns (migrant) was 
needed for the anti-refugee communication of the 2010s and 2020s. While 
gazdasági bevándorló, the equivalent of “economic migrant,” could express 
the same kind of skepticism toward asylum seekers’ claims as the English 
expression, it is easier to attach purely negative connotations to a neologism 
than to pre-existing terms, and neologisms also grab more attention.

69	 For example: Magyar Történeti Szövegtár [Hungarian Historical Corpus], http://clara.nytud.
hu/mtsz/; Digitális Irodalmi Akadémia [Digital Literature Academy], https://pim.hu/hu/dia.
70	 Cserháti, A Sellő titka.

http://clara.nytud.hu/mtsz/;
http://clara.nytud.hu/mtsz/;
https://pim.hu/hu/dia
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	 Conclusion: (Un)Likely Refuge and 
(Un)Known Refugees
Michal Frankl

As the team of the Unlikely Refuge? project examined archives, searched for 
testimonies, and discussed the history of refugees in East-Central Europe 
in the twentieth century, the region was thrust back into the spotlight due 
to the reactions to and representations of large numbers of people on the 
move—in some ambiguous and uncomfortable ways.

After years of a growing migration “pressure” in Europe and beyond, the 
“summer of migration” of 2015 elevated East-Central Europe as a place of 
transmigration and a space where the brewing “crisis” was made visible. 
Faced with groups of refugees present at the railway stations in Budapest 
and elsewhere, the governments abdicated their responsibilities under 
international and national laws and agreements to register and process 
asylum applicants, thereby contributing to the perception of an uncontrolled 
migration, or even an invasion. Border fences, only recently associated with 
communist “totalitarianism,” were now erected in Hungary and Poland to 
block migrants and refugees. Police and the military were deployed to the 
borders and violent, extralegal pushbacks became commonplace. In an 
increasingly hostile and polarized public debate, refugees were recoded 
as unwanted economic migrants and a security threat. Even news reports 
about the funding of the Unlikely Refuge? project in 2018 received some 
hostile reactions online which set in motion the mental domino process 
of reducing refugees to Muslim migrants and ultimately to terrorists. So 
much money “wasted on thousands of words […] that we have to receive 
Muslim migrants?,” tweeted the speaker of the populist and nationalist 
Czech President Miloš Zeman, apparently uninterested in and uninformed 
about the project itself.1 The situation of refugees once again became a moral 

1	 Jiř í Ovčáček [@exPREZIDENTCR], Twitter, November  29, 2018, https://x.com/
exPREZIDENTCR/status/1068156155346726913.

Frankl, Michal, ed. Refugees and Citizens in Twentieth-Century East-Central Europe: An Unlikely 
Refuge? Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press / Central European University Press, 2026.
doi 10.5117/9789048572892-10

https://x.com/exPREZIDENTCR/status/1068156155346726913
https://x.com/exPREZIDENTCR/status/1068156155346726913
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panic: with the alleged dangers to the nation and European civilization all 
coalescing around the f igure of the refugee.

By contrast, starting in February 2022, millions of Ukrainian refugees 
crossed borders with relative ease and were received with sympathy in the 
very same region. Governments provided this signif icantly larger group 
with legal status based on the temporary protection, the right to work, and 
welfare support. The arrival of refugees from a country facing an invasion by 
Russia aligned with the historical experience of many Eastern Europeans, 
allowing for the easy construction of solidarity. This also aligned with 
previous trajectories of many labor migrants from Ukraine into the region. 
Furthermore, the different reactions were also highly gendered, based on 
the perceived contrast between young, male—and by implication danger-
ous—refugees from Asia and Africa and the image of innocent women 
and children deserving of protection coming across the Ukrainian border. 
Unlike for similar migrants with a different skin color, the stereotypical 
descriptions of male Ukrainian workers seem to have been forgotten. While 
white Ukrainian refugees were assisted at border crossings, refugees from the 
Global East and South, or Roma and Sinti, were sent back or hunted down 
at the border, as seen in the reappearance of the no man’s land between 
Belarus and Poland.

How does the research presented in this volume explain this combination 
of generosity and closure? Can the reactions—of governments, NGOs, and 
societies—be attributed to a longer history of refugeedom in East-Central 
Europe? Furthermore, the two migration “crises” are often contrasted, but 
what do the exclusion and inclusion have in common? Examining continuity 
in refugee regimes in a region characterized by ruptures is not a self-evident 
scholarly endeavor. Although the interruptions and new beginnings can 
be analyzed as a recurring pattern, the instability of who is considered a 
refugee and how such a person is named by others and themselves, as well 
as who decides and helps, remains a def ining feature of refugee regimes in 
the region. Without overemphasizing these connections, this conclusion 
brings these uncertainties, which span across the twentieth century and 
beyond, to the forefront.

The contributions in this volume analyzed a number of refugee situations 
which were embedded in their particular historical contexts. The Habsburg 
monarchy, the interwar nation-states, the state-socialist countries, and 
finally the countries in transformation from communism relied on different 
legal instruments (if on any) and used varying terminology to address people 
on the move who sought protection. The experience of refugees f leeing 
within an empire differed from that of refugees crossing the borders of 
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nation-states, and again from that of people fleeing wars or seen as political 
refugees. So did the management of and assistance provided to them.

Governments exhibited different levels of the ability to manage mobile 
populations, or—as in the case of Poland after the start of the Second World 
War (chapter by Lidia Zessin-Jurek)—they were simply absent. Together, 
these contributions—analyzing East-Central Europe and looking at the 
global refugee regime from this perspective—demonstrate the need for a 
better understanding of the possibilities and dilemmas of refugee protection 
in unstable and transforming social, political, and economic contexts, in 
spaces beyond the imagined stability of Western liberal democracies.

Time and space are recurring themes in the contributions and assume 
a particular signif icance in light of changes in borders, sovereignties, and 
refugee regimes. Research often contrasts the regular state time with the 
irregular, broken time of the refugees, transforming the linear time into 
a cyclical time of metaphorical waiting rooms. Scholars have analyzed a 
variety of refugee spaces and places, often adopting critical stances on the 
curtailment of mobility and access to territory. However, the contributions 
here locate refugees in situations in which state, humanitarian, and refugee 
spaces and times are changing, disputed, and sometimes volatile, and clash 
in different constellations. This includes the spatial treatment of refugees 
who, depending on the circumstances, are either removed from or sent 
to border zones. Ethnic disputes over territory and linguistic borders and 
nationalist politics co-produced refugee spaces as much as government 
decisions about refugees did. (Jewish) humanitarianism in the refugee 
camps in the Habsburg monarchy (see Anca Cretu’s chapter) was also 
embedded in the national reconf iguration of loyalties in the ethnically 
contested Bohemian Lands (roughly, the current Czech Republic, Czechia). 
The Yugoslav-Italian borderlands (Francesca Rolandi’s chapter) were the 
setting of a protracted ethnic conflict that continued into the interwar 
nation-states, and beyond. Additionally, Julia Reinke examines homes for 
refugee children in the Polish borderlands and in the German Democratic 
Republic shortly after the Second World War and the expulsion of Germans. 
Lidia Zessin-Jurek’s chapter, which analyzes refugee time in statelessness, 
focuses on a situation in which territory and sovereignty were in an extreme 
flux. However, uncertain temporalities underlie all the refugee situations 
discussed here, even of refugees arriving in countries that signed the 1951 
Refugee Convention. Karla Koutková’s chapter reveals the effects of the 
temporary protection instrument, which collided with personal, family, and 
professional time and was embedded in the particular temporal structure 
of post-communist transformation.
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In this sense, the fates of these refugees represent those of larger groups, 
such as refugees from the former Russian Empire, anti-Nazi refugees, and, 
conversely, Nazis and right-wing nationalists f leeing countries such as 
Czechoslovakia, Austria, or Yugoslavia. Maximilian Graf demonstrates how 
easily political refugees can be recoded into what was already in the 1980s 
perceived as economic migrants.

As Nikola Tohma demonstrates for Czechoslovakia, ideological aff inity 
notwithstanding, the “asylum” in state socialism was a political decision 
and a highly volatile status. Even the constitutional clauses, such as in the 
Czechoslovak constitution of 1961 granting asylum to “foreign nationals 
persecuted for defending the interests of the working people, for participa-
tion in the national liberation struggle, for scientif ic and artistic work, or 
for activities in defense of peace,”3 remained largely declarative. In this 
respect, the state-socialist asylum shared important features with interwar 
Czechoslovakia, which—despite being known as a place of asylum for 
political refugees—relied on the discretion of politicians and off icials to 
provide, restrict, or refuse protection to specif ic groups. Asylum was not a 
status determined by an impartial application of the law, but rather the result 
of complex negotiations that brought together regional and exile politics, 
population management, and humanitarianism. As such, political asylum 
required frequent confirmation and renewal. Moreover, the concept of an 
emigré was driven by group concepts of the exile. It was also co-negotiated by 
refugees in a process which reflected various hierarchies and constructions 
of the exile along political, ethnic, or social lines.

For the most part, the book critically discusses the approaches of the 
governments and humanitarians to refugees. However, the contributions 
also demonstrate the societies’ and governments’ ability to both receive and 
refuse refugees. They reveal that refugee numbers and the socioeconomic 
consequences of accepting them were rarely limiting factors. In many cases, 
from the First World War to the reception of refugees from Ukraine at the 
time of this book’s writing, governments were able to mobilize the necessary 
resources and infrastructures, and aid organizations and societies provided 
support ranging from material aid and housing to legal, educational, and 
psychological support, thereby facilitating integration.

The history of refugees in East-Central Europe serves as an excellent 
example of how knowledge, which is constructed and constantly renegoti-
ated, determines reception and the construction of solidarity. While recent 

3 “Ústavní zákon ze dne 11. července 1960. Ústava Československé socialistické republiky,” 
100/1960 Sb. § (1960), odst. 33, https://www.psp.cz/docs/texts/constitution_1960.html.
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