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Abstract 

Return migration is often described as the closing movement of a migration cycle. This 

conceptual and phenomenological essay argues that, after decades abroad, return may 

instead function as a second migration. Its central mechanism is a mismatch between 

remembered relational continuity and lived relational continuity: migrants may preserve 

emotionally intense representations of people and place while everyday relationships and 

institutions continue to change in their absence. Drawing on return-migration, 

transnationalism, ageing, narrative, and psychoanalytic scholarship, and using Yugoslav 

labour migration as a historical frame, the article examines how temporary migration 

becomes a life course, how visits preserve attachment without reproducing everyday social 

time, and how competence and obligations shift across generations. Aleksa Šantić’s 

“Ostajte ovdje” and Drago Mlinarec’s “Povratak” are used as interpretive cultural texts. 

Return, the essay concludes, is not restoration but a renewed negotiation of belonging. 
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1. Introduction 

The word return contains a promise of reversibility. One leaves a place, spends time 

elsewhere, and later comes back. Geographically, this can be accurate; biographically, it is 

incomplete. Migration changes the person who leaves, while time changes the place, 

relationships, institutions, and family configurations that remain. The second movement 

therefore does not retrace the first under identical conditions. 

Return-migration research has long rejected the idea that return is a simple endpoint. The 

boundary between temporary mobility, recurrent visiting, transnational living, definitive 

return, and renewed migration is porous, and contemporary return can be circular rather 

than final (Cassarino, 2004; Carling & Erdal, 2014; Bilecen, 2022; Ghio, 2026). Recent 

work on ageing has further shown that return and non-return are embedded in life-course, 

family, care, institutional, emotional, and narrative processes (Karl and Ramos, 2025; Lulle, 

2025; Lulle et al., 2025; Sampaio, 2025). 

This essay develops a 1narrower proposition within that literature. Long-term remigration 

can be understood as a second migration because the returnee must adapt to a social field 

that is familiar in memory but no longer continuous with the life that was left. The key 

distinction is between remembered relational continuity and lived relational continuity. A 

migrant may preserve an internally coherent sense of home and of significant relationships 

across decades, while the external relationships themselves develop through ordinary 

interactions from which the migrant is absent. Return confronts these two continuities with 

one another. 

The argument is conceptual and phenomenological. It does not claim to represent a 

population, estimate prevalence, or infer conclusions from clinical material. Yugoslav 
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labour migration provides the historical frame because its institutionalised expectation of 

temporariness made return a constitutive part of the migration project. A plausible life-

course trajectory is used heuristically, and two cultural works—Aleksa Šantić’s poem 

“Ostajte ovdje” and Drago Mlinarec’s song “Povratak”—are read not as empirical evidence 

but as cultural formulations of departure and return. The focus is voluntary or economically 

motivated long-term migration; forced displacement and political exile raise additional 

problems and should not be treated as psychologically equivalent (Grinberg and Grinberg, 

1989). 

 

2. From a temporary labour project to a life course 

The former Yugoslavia offers a particularly clear historical background. Large-scale labour 

migration to Western Europe accelerated from the mid-1960s and was organised around the 

idea of temporary work abroad. Many migrants left with concrete projects: to earn money, 

build a house, acquire land or machinery, or establish a small business before returning. 

The expectation of temporariness was therefore not an illusion imposed retrospectively; it 

was part of the social and institutional structure of the Gastarbeiter system (Bernard, 2019; 

Dragišić, 2020). 

The difficulty is that intentions and biographies do not change at the same speed. A return 

plan formed at twenty-five may still organise imagination at sixty-five. In the meantime, 

employment becomes routine, children enter school, friendships form, institutions become 

familiar, grandchildren may be born, and the supposedly temporary country becomes the 

setting of ordinary life. Return therefore belongs not only to geography but also to 

biography. 

Cassarino’s concept of return preparedness is useful precisely because it shifts attention 

from intention alone to resources, information, networks, and readiness for re-entry 

(Cassarino, 2004). A migrant may remain emotionally certain that return is desirable while 

becoming socially less prepared for it. Lulle’s (2025) work on older returnees likewise 

shows that housing, meaningful relationships, pensions, and institutional conditions can 

determine whether return becomes viable. The old plan may remain stable while the 

practical ecology that would make it easy has quietly changed. 

 

3. Home as an internal representation and an external relationship 

Psychoanalytic accounts of migration describe relocation as more than a change of address. 

Migration reorganises attachment, identity, language, loss, and belonging (Akhtar, 1995; 

Grinberg & Grinberg, 1989). In object-relational terms, “home” can be understood partly 

as an internal configuration: remembered people, familiar voices, sensory impressions, 

routines, family roles, language, and expectations of recognition. This internal home may 

remain surprisingly stable because memory does not change at the same speed as social 

reality. 

The external place, however, continues to develop. Friends age, marry, divorce, become ill, 

die, move, and form other circles. Neighbourhoods and institutions change. Younger 

generations create lives in which the absent migrant participates intermittently. The migrant 

changes as well. The decisive contrast is therefore not between a “real” and an “imaginary” 

home, which would be too crude, but between remembered continuity and lived continuity. 

Both are real, but they are not equivalent. 

This formulation overlaps with, but is not identical to, recent work on return as narrative 

identity and on the multiple temporalities of transnational family life. Karl and Ramos 

(2025) show that return and non-return can become a recurring biographical topos even 

when no return occurs. Sampaio (2025) demonstrates that return is shaped by uneven 

rhythms, frequencies, and intensities of contact across generations. The present argument 

specifies a relational mechanism within this temporal field: internal continuity can persist 

without corresponding external continuity, and remigration makes that discrepancy difficult 

to avoid. 
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4. Visits preserve attachment but do not reproduce everyday social time 

Visits are often taken as evidence that ties with the place of origin remain intact. They can 

indeed preserve attachment, language, family knowledge, ritual belonging, and familiarity 

with change. Yet a visit is not a compressed version of everyday life. It is a different social 

form. 

For the emigrant, relationships in the country of origin may be reactivated in concentrated 

episodes: summer, Easter, New Year, weddings, funerals. For those who remained, life 

continues between those episodes. Reliability, irritation, conflict, reconciliation, care, 

boredom, spontaneous help, and ordinary presence accumulate in the intervals. A friendship 

sustained by two intense visits each year may be emotionally deep, yet it is temporally 

different from a friendship embedded in weekly life. Transnational contact can reduce 

distance, but it does not abolish this asymmetry (Carling & Erdal, 2014; Bilecen, 2022). 

Remigration converts episodic belonging back into everyday belonging. The returnee may 

discover that affection survived while social position changed: one may still be loved and 

yet no longer be central, welcomed and yet not immediately integrated, recognised and yet 

recognised partly as the person who left. This does not mean that old relationships were 

false. It means that they continued without being suspended in the migrant’s absence. The 

second migration begins at precisely this point, where imagined continuity has to become 

contemporary continuity again. 

 

5. Migration redistributes competence and obligations 

The same temporal asymmetry appears within families. The first generation remembers a 

before and an after; the second generation may know only the country of residence as the 

environment in which ordinary social competence was acquired. Children can become 

more competent than their parents in language, education, bureaucracy, technology, and 

institutional navigation (Berry, 1997; Bauer, 2016; Morales & Hanson, 2005). Migration 

thus redistributes competence without necessarily redistributing emotional authority in the 

same way. 

Remigration exposes these asymmetries. A country that feels like recovery to the parents 

may feel like migration to their children. Even when adult children remain in the country 

of immigration, their location changes the meaning of the parents’ return. The move “home” 

may restore proximity to remembered places while increasing distance from descendants. 

This is particularly salient in later life, when return decisions are entangled with care, 

health, pension systems, and intergenerational obligations (Lulle et al., 2025). What appears 

spatially as a homecoming may therefore create a new relational separation. 

 

6. The myth of return and two temporalities of belonging 

The durable expectation that migrants will one day go back has often been described as the 

“myth of return” (Anwar, 1979). Myth here should not be reduced to false belief. A return 

narrative can organise sacrifice: it can explain why difficult work is tolerated, why money 

is saved, why property and language are maintained, and why the present is experienced as 

temporary long after it has become ordinary. Its psychological function may be more 

important than its predictive accuracy. 

The problem begins when an organising narrative is mistaken for a reversible reality. A 

remembered homeland is not fictitious; it is psychologically real. But its external object has 

changed. For long-term migrants, belonging is therefore not only divided between two 

places but also distributed across two temporalities. One is biographical and remembered: 

the world before departure, preserved through memory, stories, music, photographs, 

language, objects, and visits. The other is cumulative and practical: the decades in which 

work, parenting, illness, bureaucracy, friendship, and ageing occurred elsewhere. 

These temporalities can coexist for decades. Remigration forces them into the same present. 

The migrant must discover whether a remembered form of belonging can be translated into 

contemporary daily life. In this sense, return is not a movement backwards but a 

confrontation between accumulated times. Sayad’s (2004) notion of “double absence” 
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captures a related paradox of being oriented toward one place while embedded in another; 

the present account adds that this tension may persist because different forms of continuity 

are carried in different temporal registers. 

 

7. Cultural memory: Šantić before departure, Mlinarec toward return 

Migration is usually analysed through employment, remittances, institutions, demography, 

family strategies, and mobility regimes. Cultural texts can do something different: they can 

preserve contradictions without resolving them. They are not evidence for a migration 

theory, but they can condense affective structures that analytical categories later describe 

separately. 

Aleksa Šantić’s “Ostajte ovdje” (1896) belongs to a migration context earlier than the 

Yugoslav Gastarbeiter movement, yet it articulates a durable grammar of departure. The 

poem links home with recognition, language, kinship, ancestry, and the moral density of 

familiar place. Its relevance here is not that it proves emigration wrong. Rather, it condenses 

the proposition that material opportunity may coexist with relational loss and that forms of 

being known cannot simply be reproduced elsewhere. 

Drago Mlinarec’s “Povratak” (1971), by contrast, turns toward return. Read together, the 

two works form an incomplete temporal arc: Šantić speaks from the threshold of departure; 

Mlinarec from the attraction and ambiguity of coming back. Between them lies the interval 

in which biography changes. That interval is the central problem of remigration. The 

homeland can survive with great intensity as cultural and personal memory while the 

external homeland continues without the emigrant. 

The pairing therefore does not supply evidence for the “second migration” thesis; it makes 

the temporal asymmetry legible. Cultural memory can retain the emotional form of home 

even when social continuity has become fragmented. In this respect, literature and song 

preserve an intuition that return-migration research increasingly formulates through 

concepts such as preparedness, transnationalism, narrative identity, emotion, ageing, and 

multiple temporalities. 

 

8. Return as a second migration 

If long-term remigration is understood as a second migration, several apparent paradoxes 

become easier to describe. A person can return voluntarily and still feel displaced. One can 

speak the language and feel socially uncertain. One can own a house and lack an everyday 

network. One can be strongly attached to a place while having weak competence in its 

contemporary institutions. None of these outcomes makes the return irrational or 

unsuccessful by definition. 

The second migration may require capacities familiar from the first: tolerating uncertainty, 

learning routines, renegotiating identity, accepting dependence, and forming relationships 

under changed conditions. The crucial difference is expectation. The first migrant expects 

foreignness; the remigrant may expect recognition. Disappointment can therefore be 

sharper because the destination was imagined as an exemption from migration rather than 

another form of it. 

This reframes successful return. Success cannot reasonably mean restoration of the world 

that existed at departure, because neither that world nor the self who inhabited it remains 

unchanged. A more defensible criterion is the creation of a new continuity in a familiar 

place without demanding that familiarity reproduce the past. Return preparedness is 

therefore not only economic or administrative. It includes readiness to relinquish temporal 

symmetry. 

 

9. Conclusion 

Remigration after decades abroad is not the simple inverse of emigration. The first 

migration changes the person, family roles, competencies, obligations, and the geography 

of everyday life. At the same time, the country of origin and its relationships continue to 
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change independently of the migrant. Visits preserve attachment but do not suspend this 

development. 

The paper’s central distinction is between remembered relational continuity and lived 

relational continuity. The migrant can preserve a powerful internal representation of home 

and of significant others while external relationships accumulate experiences from which 

the migrant is intermittently absent. Return brings these continuities back into the same 

social time. This is why remigration may function as a second migration: it requires 

renewed adaptation not to an entirely foreign place, but to a familiar place that no longer 

coincides with memory. 

The language of two temporalities clarifies what the “myth of return” can conceal without 

dismissing its psychological value. A homeland can remain meaningful without remaining 

unchanged; relationships can remain real without remaining identical. Šantić and Mlinarec 

give cultural form to the two ends of this arc—departure and return—while migration 

unfolds in the interval between them. What returns is the person. What does not return is 

the time. 
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