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50 YEARS OF LABOUR MIGRATION TO AUSTRIA: 
A PLEA FOR THE CREATION OF AN ARCHIVE OF MIGRATION – NOW! MIGRANTS ARE NOT WITHOUT HISTORY! 
 
Austria is a country of immigration. It is about time that this fact is officially recognised – recognised 
also by the country’s politics of memory, which, after all, perpetually seeks to define what “Austria” 
was, is and shall be. 
 
Why is it that there is virtually no acknowledged history of migration in Austria? So far, this central 
aspect of Austrian history has been neglected in both historical narratives and museum representa-
tions, apart from somewhat nostalgic reviews of the multi-ethnic organisation of the Habsburg Empire, 
the romanticised neighbourly help for refugees from Hungary in 1956 and from Czechoslovakia in 
1968 and a seminal exhibition at the Wien Museum in 2004. We assume that this lack of migrant his-
tories did not just come about – by chance, so to speak – but that it attests to deliberately placed gaps 
within the national politics of memory. The state apparatus regulates which meanings are attributed to 
symbols of the past and ensures that textbooks, museums, street names, holidays, etc., only dissemi-
nate pre-arranged contents. The key question thus is: Whom do we commemorate – and whom do we 
fail to commemorate? There is no acknowledged history of migration and especially no acknowledged 
history of migrants precisely because this is not intended to be an integral part of the official discourse 
of the nation state.  
 
The asymmetry of memory mirrors an asymmetry of interests. There is a racially motivated desire not 
to acknowledge the history of migration as a part of the national history. This desire finds direct ex-
pression in decisions as to what is deemed worth knowing and what is repelled, what is worth preserv-
ing and what is considered ineligible for commemoration. The migrants who came to Austria in the 
1960s and the years thereafter, and who have consequently stayed in this country for over half a cen-
tury now, do not merely have their own idiosyncratic histories, however; as a matter of fact, they have 
long since become an integral part and parcel of the Austrian national history, irrespective of whether 
or not this is publicly acknowledged or made visible. Through their activities, they shape and define 
daily life; they are actors whose actions inform the worlds in which they live.  
 
We act on the assumption that social participation must not be taken for granted, but that it requires 
serious engagement with, as well as additions and complements to, the institutional fabric. What is 
crucial is the way in which social institutions position themselves with regard to migrants as actors. 
Most institutional settings in Austria, however, have a small number of migrant employees – or none at 
all. This is but a symptom of a much bigger deficit: The reality of migration is not mirrored in the institu-
tions of our society. Segregation is a verifiable fact and can be identified in all social fields.  
 
One important step into the right direction might be the creation of an “Archive of Migration”: a centre 
for documentation aimed at the collection and systematic review of hitherto dispersed records; a place 
for scientific research, dialogue and encounter which complements the already established institutions 
for the preservation of national memory, filling in the blanks; a place that does not cater to the de-
mands of a boutique multiculturalism by creating exploitable commodities, but one that is sustainable 
and symbolic; a place which allows for migration past and present to be seen from various perspec-
tives – not least the perspective of the migrants themselves – and thus be fully appreciated within a 
transcultural space that has long since existed; a place, in short, that allows for migration to have a 
positive social impact. 
 
This paper seeks to outline a number of basic considerations and discuss different options. Our aim at 
this point is not to present fully fledged concepts but provide the foundations for a public discussion, 
which could be the first step toward a re-evaluation of migration in the “collective memory”. Since the 
topic concerns all members of our society, it is hoped that as many groups and individuals as possible 
will participate in this necessary discussion and share their viewpoints.  
 
We are well aware of the fact that many groups and individuals are already working on this subject 
matter, seeking to find nuanced answers. We hope to engage in fruitful discussions with these groups 
and individuals and jointly obtain wide-ranging and comprehensive answers to this obvious challenge 
and the underlying desideratum.   



Situation Today 
 
It has been repeatedly stated in recent years that the history of migration must be inscribed into the 
“collective memory” of Austria. There is obviously a wide blank in the country’s politics of memory, 
mainly (but by no means exclusively) as far as organised labour migration is concerned. Labour migra-
tion was encouraged in the early 1960s and has had a profound and lasting social impact. The falla-
cious image of a homogeneous nation is still widely accepted and violently defended – even though 
such a uniform nation state never existed to begin with. The long-time usage of the word “Gas-

tarbeiter” ”guest worker”, which dates back to the Nazi regime, attests to this public imaginary and 
has surely contributed to the current situation: “Guest workers” were expected to leave the country as 
soon as their work was done and they were no longer needed. Yet how can one inscribe something 
into the collective memory? Textbooks are essential in this regard, as are museums and exhibitions. 
First of all, however, the migrants’ (hi)stories and experiences have to be collected in an archive, 
which is the most fundamental infrastructure of the “collective memory”: Migration needs an archive! 
So far it is poorly represented in the established institutions and there is virtually no systematic collec-
tion of material on the topic; if there is, it is scattered, scarcely known or even destroyed. Historical 
knowledge and experience as well as orally transmitted stories and personal narratives risk being lost 
due to generational change. Public discourse is dominated by deplorable polemics and racisms and 
socio-scientific analyses and statistics, but not by historical knowledge and (hi)stories – not least be-
cause there is an eminent lack of such knowledge. 
 
Our call for an “Archive of Migration” is closely tied to the largely eclipsed history of labour migration 
since the 1960s and its current accumulation of anniversaries (50 years of labour recruitment agree-
ments between Austria and Spain 1962, Turkey 1964 and Yugoslavia 1966). However, this should not 
be taken to mean that the history of migration in Austria can and should be reduced to these historical 
dates. Migration in its various forms has existed in all times. Even after the 1960s it cannot and should 
not be reduced to state-controlled labour migration on the one hand and unorganised labour migration 
on the other hand. Some predominantly older chapters of this diverse and complex history have been 
integrated more easily and thoroughly into the Austrian commemorative culture; some have even 
come to be romanticised and engulfed by a sense of nostalgia. In view of the profound and lasting 
social changes following labour migration since the 1960s, and considering the widespread ignorance 
or even hostility with which these developments have been met, it seems more than justified to begin 
our investigation here. Of course, this does not imply that other, differently motivated forms of migra-
tion will be forgotten or excluded.  
 
What is essentially needed in addition to extensive historical research is a debate: a public debate, not 
merely one held among experts behind closed doors. For what ultimately counts is a change in the 
public opinion: Migrants must be acknowledged as a natural, visible and audible part and parcel of the 
Austrian past and present. Unfortunately, many still refuse to admit that Austria is a country of immi-
gration and that the Austrian society is thus ultimately a migration society. It is likely that such a de-
bate will point to a number of measures and structures that are necessary to reach this goal. Moreo-
ver, a public debate, as well as the creation of such an institution, would mark an important step to-
ward the inscription of migration into the collective memory of Austrians.  
 
It is of vital importance that migrants participate – both as subjects and as actors – on all levels and 
during all phases of such a project: Their voices must not only be made audible, but also be heard. 
The results of such a project must by no means reproduce the hegemonic structures of our society, 
nor must it appropriate migrant (hi)stories in the interest of the social majority. On the contrary, such a 
project must attempt to make visible what has hitherto been eclipsed and thus help transform social 
power structures. 
 
 
Mission Statement 
 
In order to render visible the history of Austria as a migration society, relevant material must be col-
lected and conserved for long-time preservation. The established national institutions will not always 
manage to do so, be it for lack of responsibility and resources or because migrants have limited confi-
dence in the existing infrastructure. The creation of a special place, entirely dedicated to the history of 
Austria as a migration society is thus a desideratum. 
 
The fundamental task of such an “Archive of Migration” is to collect, preserve, process and provide 
relevant material for both an academic and a generally interested national and international audience. 



This includes written records and publications as well as audiovisual sources and material objects 
supplied by institutions, associations, other groups and individuals. The archive should also systemati-
cally review the products and findings of other relevant research and exhibition projects so as to se-
cure long-term sustainability for this field of research.  
 
In addition to its essential activity as a collector, the “Archive of Migration” should 

1) establish a library of relevant literature (including “grey literature”, unpublished research 
documents, etc.) and open it to the interested public; 

2) accommodate a research department (possibly with workspace for international guest re-
searchers); 

3) initiate and organise events such as series of lectures, conferences and exhibitions (pos-
sibly in collaboration with different partner institutions, etc.) 

 
An “Archive of Migration” could thus 

1) help build an important network between the scientific community and other relevant insti-
tutions in Austria and abroad; 

2) acquaint a larger national and international audience with the diverse projects that take 
place in Austria; 

3) serve as both a platform for intensive exchange and an important gateway to the general 
public. 

In consequence, the archive should not merely be a place of collection, preservation and scientific 
research but encourage a lively exchange of ideas and foster a public discourse. 
 
What is needed alongside an independent institution that seeks to secure the history of Austria as a 
migration society in order to ensure adequate social visibility, however, is a thorough rethinking within 
the established institutions and a critical evaluation and possible widening or alteration of previous 
practices of collection (“mainstreaming”). It is also of central importance to bear in mind that this task 
is by no means limited to the federal capital Vienna but equally concerns all other states. An “Archive 
of Migration” will thus need strong ties to other institutions, both on a national and international level. 
 
In addition to the creation of a physical archive equipped with an adequate infrastructure, it also 
seems reasonable to establish an online repertory which provides an overview of relevant source ma-
terial, i.e. the contents of the “Archive of Migration” as well as pertinent contents from other institu-
tions. The website “Materialien zum Nationalsozialismus: Vermögensentzug, Rückstellung und Ent-

schädigung in Österreich” www.ns-quellen.at could serve as a model for such a site. The online rep-
ertory should also comprise interactive elements, enabling users to upload their own stories, photos, 
documents, etc., to the site and make them available to the archive. It would thus allow for a contem-
porary preservation of material, establish a virtual archive (media library) and, most importantly, en-
courage participation. (It is part of the FWF project P24468-G18, entitled “Deprovincializing Contem-
porary Austrian History” and directed by Dirk Rupnow, Institute of Contemporary History, University of 
Innsbruck, to launch precisely such a website: www.archivdermigration.at.) 
 
 
Legal Structure / Organs / Organisation / Place of Location & Facility 
 
It is crucial that some preliminary decisions be made as to the legal structure of such an institution. It 
can be affiliated to existing structures or stand as an entirely separate institution; it can be run by the 
state or be organised as an independent association.  
 
Depending on its legal structure, certain organs will be needed. It is of crucial importance that migrant 
groups and organisations be included in the process, possibly in the form of an executive committee, 
which, in regular meetings, seeks to represent a plenary or general assembly.  
 
Furthermore, it will be necessary to institute an international advisory board whose task is to oversee 
the institution’s performance and establish ties with the scientific community.  
 
Staff will comprise the executive level (directorate, executive board), the secretary’s office, a number 
of archivists/historians which is yet to be determined, consultants for users and researchers, IT staff, 
possibly additional scientific personnel and conservators, as well as other employees (caretakers, 
etc.). The scientific personnel should be very well trained in their respective fields of work and speak 
the relevant languages. It is of crucial importance that migrants be among those considered and re-
cruited for the scientific positions.  



 
The form of an adequate facility and the place of location will depend on the institution’s intended func-
tions. If the institution is meant to have a public impact that goes beyond that of a traditional research 
establishment, the place of location and the facility’s infrastructure and design will be of utmost im-
portance. As far as the place of location is concerned, questions as to the institution’s radius of action 
and operation need answering: Is it going to be devised as a national institution (based in Vienna?) or 
are other structures preferable (e.g., the establishment of branches in the individual states)?  
 
 



Comparable Institutions 
 
 

 on the same topic, in Austria 
 
Bodensee Amateur Fotografen BAF, Dornbirn 
www.bafart.com 

currently in talks with the government of Vorarlberg about an annual funding of an estimated 

€ 80,000 p.a. plus rooms 
 
Institute of Rural History, St. Pölten – Centre for Migration Research 
www.ruralhistory.at / www.migrationsforschung.at  
 
 

 on the same topic, abroad 
 

National Site for the History of Immigration, Paris 
www.histoire-immigration.fr 

initial funding of about € 20 million; national subsidy within the framework of the cultural 

budget of about € 6 million p.a. 
 
Documentation Centre and Museum of Migration in Germany DOMiD e.V., Cologne 
www.domid.org 

annual funding by the state of North Rhine-Westphalia of € 180,000; rooms and storage 
space are provided free of charge by the City of Cologne; in addition, regular funding of pro-

jects by regional authorities and others  

 
Immigration History Research Center, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis 
hwww.ihrc.umn.edu 

annual budget of $ 420,000 

 
 on different topics, in Austria 

 
Documentation Centre of Austrian Resistance DÖW, Vienna 
www.doew.at 
 
Collection of Women’s Records at the Department of History, University of Vienna 
www.univie.ac.at/Geschichte/sfn 
 

Labour History Society VGA including the Research Centre for the History of Minorities 

www.vga.at www.fzhm.at 
 
Centre of queer/lesbian Culture and History QWien, Vienna 
www.qwien.at 
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