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DEMOGRAPHIC MOVEMENTS IN SLOVENE  
EMIGRATION TO ARGENTINA: 

THE SEARCH FOR LIVING SPACE*

Avgust Horvat

At the end of  1946, Slovene refugees in displaced persons cam ps in 
Austria and Italy -  w hich  were in the main supported  by UNRRA, a 
charitable organ iza t ion  of  the v ictorious W estern allies -  who at the 
beginning  of May 1945 had fled from com m unist  vio lence to A ustrian  
C arin th ia  and were not forcibly repatr ia ted  by the E nglish ,  began the 
search for new liv ing space. The doors back home were shut for all 
those who chose freedom and in tended to stay alive. In this search the 
only possible destina tions were countries in North A m erica and some in 
South America, and  Australia . Only those refugees who had acq u a in 
tances or relatives in the United States who guaran teed  that they could 
take care of  them  in case o f  need could em igrate  to the United States. 
Canada and A ustra lia  were ready to accept only young and  single  peo
ple who were ready for any k ind  of work. The only option for other 
people with fam ilies, dependent ch ildren  and the elderly was to em i
grate to South America. T he ir  representatives decided to request p e r
mission to settle in Argentina. A precedent had been set between the 
World Wars, when Argentina  had accepted Slovene displaced persons 
and the ir  fam ilies from the I ta lian-occupied Slovene Prim orska  who had 
been forced to leave the country due to fascist persecution.

In the hope that A rgen tina  would again  not refuse the ir  application , 
Slovene em igran t  priest  Janez H ladnik  and his colleagues succeeded in 
having the A rgen tinean  President open the door to up to ten thousand  
Slovene refugees. P repara tions,  mainly the search for docum ents, were 
begun im mediately. The first ships with Slovene refugees set sail from

* Most of the information found in this paper was published in a revised 
Slovene version of a paper by the same author entitled “Pogovor s števil
kami ”, in Meddobje, Buenos Aires, 1996, No. 1-2, pp. 147-155.
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I ta lian  ports  at the end o f  1947 and th roughout 1948. At the  end of 
1948 and  in  1949 ships with refugees from Austria  arr ived  in Buenos 
Aires. By 1950 this m igra tion  was for the most part complete. The age 
d is tr ibu tion  of  the im m igran ts  was quite heterogeneous.

TABLE 1 -  AGE DISTRIBUTION ON S E T T L E M E N T 1

Aee erouD M ales Females Total %
up to 14 years 540 443 983 18.61
15 to 20 years 213 177 390 7.38
20 to 30 years 1 111 688 1 799 34.06
30 to 40 years 676 346 1 022 19.36
40 to 50 years 412 227 639 12.09
50 to 60 years 181 133 314 5.94
60 to 70 years 74 45 119 2.25
70 to 80 years  and  over 9 7 16 0.31

3,216 2,066 5,282 100.00

Some re fugees’ wives and ch ild ren  who had not fled to Austrian 
C a r in th ia  at the beg inn ing  o f  May 1945 stayed behind  in the  homeland. 
They were a llowed to jo in  the ir  husbands from 1952 to 1955. They 
num bered  around  200; in the m eantim e, some had em igra ted  to the 
U nited  States, C anada, Venezuela, C hile  and A ustralia , so the total 
num ber stated in the table bears fu r ther  discussion.

DEMOGRAPHIC MOVEMENTS IN EMIGRATION

T his  paper  presen ts  a lm ost all church  weddings, both between Slo
vene couples and between Slovenes and persons of  d ifferent na t io n a l i 
ties (m ixed m arriages) . All ch ild ren  who were ch ris tened  and the  dead 
who received C hris tian  buria ls  were also registered. Data referr ing  to 
th is  m atte r  is published in the weeklies O znanilo  and Svobodna  
S lo ven ija . Therefore  we can say that the given data  is fairly  accurate.

1 France Pernišek, Svobodna Slovenija, Buenos Aires, 1971/72, p. 354.
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1. MARRIAGES

Due to inadequate  m ateria l  conditions there  were only few m arriages 
in d isplaced persons camps. T here  were, however, a handful o f  idealists  
who did get m arried . In some of the newly established fam ilies  ch ild ren  
were born, whose num ber is inc luded  in Table 1. In the new liv ing env i
ronment, in spite o f  the m eagre m ateria l conditions a num ber o f  couples 
got m arried , es tab lish ing  Slovene families.

TABLE 2 -  MARRIAGES OF SLOVENE COUPLES AND 
MIXED MARRIAGES

Period Slovene
m arriages

M ixed

Males

m arriages

Females Total
1948-1950 55 3 7 10
1951-1955 117 1 1 2
1956-1960 94 12 6 18
1961-1965 79 14 6 20
1966-1970 83 16 19 35
1971-1975 72 25 41 66
1976-1980 75 40 60 100
1981-1985 74 33 45 78
1986-1990 78 43 48 91
1991-1995 68 48 47 95

795 235 280 515

T he num ber o f  Slovene m arried  couples as well as the num ber  of  
mixed m arr iages  is probably somewhat h igher  than  stated, since those 
m arriages that took place in the h in te r land  were not registered by the 
weeklies as they had not been inform ed of them.

The grea t majority of  m arriages entered  between Slovene couples are 
perm anent, with only a few broken and illeg itim ate  m arriages.
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As is evident from the table there were some mixed m arr iages  in the 
com m unity  as early as the first few years o f  settlem ent, but only a few. 
They were not welcome and the issue was covered in the press. This 
type o f  m arr iage  was apparen tly  to be avoided save for cases when there 
were very weighty reasons for i t .2 Nevertheless, many young persons 
opted for th is  type o f  m arriage  in the course o f  time, some o f  whom 
were gradua te  in te llectuals . Some paren ts  were much aga ins t  the mar
riage o f  the ir  sons or daughters  to persons of  a different na tionality , but 
they g radually  yielded. One fa ther did not permit her young daugh ter  to 
marry a local. The case was taken to court, which appoin ted  a custodian 
for the girl up to her time of m arriage  on the grounds tha t the father 
opposed the m arriage  for racial reasons. It also became c lear that the 
Latin  influence prevailed  over the Slovene as regards  sen tim en ts  and 
tha t some youths can hardly resist it, g irls  often being afraid  of  rem ain
ing single. If  they are not careful enough they even fall into the network 
o f  “p rocu re rs” . The “su ito rs” they offer are not keen on being in tro
duced to the g i r l s ’ parents , who insist on gett ing  to know them  and are 
often forced to hire private  detectives to de term ine  the identity  o f  the 
purported  suitors. These are ascerta ined  to be m arried  libertines who 
have already abandoned  the ir  wives and children  and cannot be legally 
divorced, or single  men in tent on chang ing  their  curren t partners.

O f im portance  am ong couples in mixed m arriages is the fact that 
they do not want to appear in Slovene weeklies and want to remain 
anonym ous, especially  i f  the ir  m arriages  are only civil. In add it ion  to 
these there  are also cases of  cohabita tion  or occasional pairs , who p a r
ticularly  h ide from the community. These are mainly the consequences 
o f  ass im ila t ion  and with it a negative view of m arried  life. Quite a few 
o f  the civil m arriages  have broken up, as have a sm aller  num ber of 
church  weddings. The consequences are in every respect devastating , 
par ticu la r ly  for fam ilies with child ren  left by fa thers w ithout any means 
o f  support.

Faith , and  particu larly  the religious upbring ing  of  the ch ild ren , is an 
im portan t issue for Slovene spouses in mixed m arriages. In th is  regard

2 Ignacij Lenček, “Iz etike narodnosti”, Vrednote, Book II, Buenos Aires, 
1952, pp. 24 -  25.
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the Slovene spouse most often is forced to give in, since most families 
of locals or o ther  na t ionalit ies  do not practice religion. They c laim  to 
believe in God, but repudiate  the Church  on the grounds that an in te r
nal re la tionsh ip  with God is sufficient.

With mixed m arriages a new problem arises in the Slovene family: 
com m unication in the local language when visiting. If the visits are 
frequent this can have a very negative effect on young members o f  the 
family and in quite a few cases Spanish is g radually  becoming the lan 
guage o f  com m unica tion  in Slovene families. With this the knowledge 
of Slovene is on the decline, a fact manifested in Slovene school courses 
and conversa tions at local centres.

2 BIRTH RATE

As stated above, those born in the camps are included in the first 
generation of  em igran ts ,  those born in the se ttlem ents arc included in 
the second. The question  of  the nationality  of  these new-borns appeared 
right from the start. Some held that they should be considered Slovene 
Argentines, but the majority were dissatisfied with this. They searched 
for a suitable solution and decided that the child ren  would be legally 
and by place o f  b ir th  A rgentinean  citizens, which, however, would not 
deprive them  of the ir  Slovene nationality . The ch ild ren  inherit  the ir  
p a ren ts ’ m entality  and culture  with the awareness that they belong to 
the Slovene com m unity  and the Slovene nation. In m ixed m arriages  the 
two m enta lit ies  and cultures are merged so that the m entality  and cu l
ture of  the ch ild ren  is a synthesis  of both, from which the Argentine  
nation and culture  gradually  emerges. This is dem onstra ted  by the ch il
dren which the Spanish  conquistadors had with Indians. To the Span
ish, these were not Spaniards, but “Crio llos” . Also, Jews born into 
mixed m arriages are not counted as members of tha t “ na tiona lity” , but 
are considered  mem bers o f  the A rgentine community. This com m unity  
also excludes those who en ter  into mixed m arriages. However, Slovenes 
in mixed m arriages  are counted as Slovenes, i f  they themselves do not 
deny it.
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T A B L E  3 -  B IR T H S  IN S L O V E N E  A N D  M IX E D  F A M IL IE S

Period Slovene families M ixed fam ilies
M ales Females Total Males Females Total

1948-1950 107 83 190 2 - 2
1951-1955 141 140 281 6 1 7
1956-1960 167 169 336 7 6 13
1961-1965 130 140 270 8 21 29
1966-1970 114 115 229 21 10 31
1971-1975 92 98 190 19 23 42
1976-1980 121 100 221 41 37 78
1981-1985 129 99 228 39 25 64
1986-1990 132 124 256 60 48 108
1991-1995 95 99 194 66 76 142
Total 1.128 1,167 2,395 269 247 516

After 1971 we find a h igher num ber of mixed m arriages  and more 
b ir ths  in mixed families, which is a ttr ibuted  to m arriages  o f  mem bers of 
the second genera tion , ch ild ren  born  in the country to w hich  the ir  par
ents em igrated . It seems that th is  trend  will continue  in the coming 
years. Due to th is  fact there was a fall in the b ir th  rate am ong Slovene 
fam ilies;  there  are fewer Slovene fam ilies than  there  were in the first 
twenty years o f  em igra tion , when the ch ildren  of  the f irst genera t ion  es
tablished  families.

Not all bap tism s in Slovene fam ilies were entered  in the records, but 
most were, w hile  those in mixed fam ilies  were more poorly recorded. In 
the la tter  case Slovene spouses are more and more frequently  endeav
ouring  to have the ir  child ren  baptised in a Slovene chapel, or tha t  a 
Slovene p ries t  baptise  them in ano ther  chapel.

In Slovene fam ilies and  more frequently in m ixed fam ilies, the 
question  arises of  which language to speak when ta lk ing  to the children. 
In most Slovene fam ilies it is Slovene, in mixed fam ilies th is  would de
pend on the exceptional endeavours o f  the Slovene parent. A small 
num ber of  m others  succeeded in this, and a much sm aller  num ber o f  fa
thers. C h ild ren  from fam ilies in which Slovene is spoken are sent to
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Slovene classes; most o f  them feel comfortable in the Slovene com m u
nity.

3. DEATH RATE

The death  rate is growing every year, as the first generation  o f  em i
grants is now ge tting  older, despite having proved to be quite hardy. 
Most o f  them  have borne the consequences o f  war and revolution, 
flight, hom esickness and the difficulties o f  assim ila tion  into the new 
environm ent fairly  well.

TABLE 4 -  DEATH RATE

Period M ales Females Total
1948 - 1950 20 5 25
1951 - 1955 36 8 44
1956 - 1960 57 23 80
1961 - 1965 79 47 126
1966 - 1970 150 72 222
1971 - 1975 153 95 248
1976 - 1980 170 122 292
1981 - 1985 183 135 318
1986 - 1990 197 140 337
1991 - 1995 225 181 416

Total 1,270 828 2,098

The figures  shown do not include all deaths, especially if  they did 
not receive a C hris t ian  burial,  which should be taken into account in 
Slovene m arr iages  as well as for couples in mixed m arriages, especially 
those in which only a civil ceremony was held. The figures shown 
probably inc lude  some pre-war em igran ts ,  but these do not essentia lly  
change the given figures.

Owing to the lack o f  o rganized housing and other poor living cond i
tions there  were many deaths am ong new-borns and children  up to six
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years in the first three years o f  settlement. W hen the l iv ing conditions 
improved, deaths am ong new-borns and children  practically  disap
peared.

A lthough the age of the deceased is not always recorded in the re
cords, we can state that the average life expectancy for men is 72 years, 
for women 76 years. T here  are a surpris ing  num ber o f  people over 80 
and even 90 years o f  age in the community. The majority o f  these are 
women.

4. NATURAL INCREASE

N atural increase is the difference in the b ir th  rate and the death  rate. 
It can be e i ther  positive or negative. If  it is negative, th is  tells  us that 
the num ber of  members o f  the com m unity  is falling. In our case we are 
unable  to take the com parison of na tura l increase into consideration, 
w hich is expla ined  by the age d istr ibu tion  at the time of settlement. The 
most num erous groups were not children and youths, but men and 
women of m edium  age. M any of them were m arried  and single  women 
over 35, the age at which fertility am ong women declines.

TABLE 5 -  NATURAL INCREASE

Period Births Deaths Natura l increase
1948 -  1950 190 - 25 165
1951 -  1955 281 - 44 237
1956 -  1960 336 - 80 256
1961 -  1965 270 - 126 144
1966 -  1970 229 - 222 7
1971 -  1975 190 - 248 - 58
1976 -  1980 221 - 292 - 71
1981 -  1985 228 - 318 - 90
1986 -  1990 256 - 377 - 81
1991 -  1995 194 - 416 - 222

Total 2,395 - 2.098 297
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The natura l increase  for the 47 year period is ju s t  barely positive, 
due to the num ber o f  b ir ths  in the first years of settlem ent up to around 
1965, after which  the b ir th  rate began to fall and the death rate to rise. 
The natura l increase at the end of 1995 is at the lowest point and will 
not increase  in the com ing  years, owing to the num ber of  elderly peo
ple. This s i tua tion  is not an emergency, but is the logical consequence 
of the age d is tr ibu tion  at the time of sett lem ent and  is a property  o f  all 
emigrant com m unities. The num ber of  b ir ths  abroad does not substitute 
the num ber o f  em igrants.

5. POPULATION BY AGE GROUPS AT THE END OF 1995

The attem pt to show at least the approxim ate  age d is tr ibu tion  of  Slo
vene post-w ar em igran ts  in Argentina  is fairly risky, but should serve as 
orientation for the work o f  the fu r ther  organ iz ing  of  the com m unity  and 
the inc lusion o f  the younger generations. Here it will be necessary to 
pay special a tten tion  to the ch ild ren  in the th ird  generation . This g en 
eration will chiefly de term ine  the extent to which the com m unity  is 
considered Slovene.

TABLE 6 -  POPULATION BY AGE GROUPS AT THE END OF
1995

Age group M ales Females Total_______ %
0 - 5 95 99 194 3.50

6 - 1 0 132 124 256 4.64
1 1 - 1 5 129 99 228 4.13
16 -  20 121 100 221 4.00
21 -  30 92 98 190 3.44
3 1 -  40 114 115 229 4.15
41 -  50 130 140 270 4.89
51 -  60 267 169 436 7.93
61 -  65 380 400 780 14.14

66 and over 1,795 980 2,775 49.17
Total 3.255 2,324 5,579 100.00
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The above table shows tha t  h a lf  o f  the com m unity  is above 65 years 
o f  age. The tree o f  life is roughly the same size up to the  age o f  50, and 
then  it beg ins  to branch  out to include over h a lf  o f  the  m em bers of  the 
com m unity . Accord ing  to the laws of nature  these b ranches  will dry out 
over the years  and the tree will mostly rem ain  at its present predom i
nantly  equally  d is tr ibu ted  size.

The reality  calls upon the responsible  members o f  the com m unity  to 
p repare  for the future , especially  in town centres, in Slovene founda
tions and  o rganizations.  It is necessary for the young and  the not-so- 
young of the second genera tion  to take lead ing  roles and put to work the 
young o f  the th ird  generation . T he ir  elders must help  them , with con
s idera tion  o f  the ir  differences, and lead them  on the path to preserving 
the ir  na t ional awareness. The future teachers, the ir  p repara tion  and es
pecially the ir  na tional education program m e are of  the utmost im por
tance. We m ust not forget tha t the la rgest age group includes most of 
the subscribers to publica tions put out by the com m unity, and  tha t these 
groups include  most of  those presen t at events organized  by the Slovene 
com m unity. We have to em phasize  g reater  concern  for connection  with 
S lovenia  and also with the  ch ild ren  of  Slovene war em igran ts  in Ar
gentina.

RESU M EN

MOVIMIENTO DEMOGRAFICO YLA  
EMIGRA CION ESLO VENA EN A R GENTINA: 

ENBUSCA DEL ESPACIO VITAL

A vg u st H orvat

A l te rm inar la segunda guerra  m und ia l E slo ven ia  com o p a rte  del 
estado  yu g o sla vo  fu e  gobernada  p o r  e l com unism o. Gran p a rte  de la 
p o b la c io n  eslovena , e spec ia lm en te  de las reg iones D olen jska , N o tra n j
ska y  G orenjska  se re fug io  en el več ino  p a is  de A ustria , ocupado por
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las fu e r za s  a rm adas aliadas, que les reconocieron  derecho  de ex ilio  y  
los ub icaron  en los cam pos para  re fug iados en A u str ia  e Ita lia . Las  
fu erza s  a rm adas a n tico m u n ista s  fu e ro n  fo rso za m en te  en tergadas a l 
ejercito  com un ista  yug o sla vo . D espues de dos ahos de perm a n en c ia  en 
los cam pos, los re fu g ia d o s em pezaron d irig irse  a los p a ise s  de inm i- 
gracidn. En la m en te  ten ian  a los E stados unidos, Canada, A u stra lia  y  
Argentina.

Como A rg en tin a  rec ib lo  a todos sin  ten er  en cuenta  edades, sa lu d  y  
profesion , la m ayoria  se decid id  em igrar a este pa ls. A I  desem barcar  
cada uno o cada fa m ilia  tenia  que ocuparse de la v iv ienda  y  de! tra- 
bajo p o r  si m ism o. La m ayoria  decid id  quedarse a lred ed o r de B uenos  
Aires, ca p ita l d e l pa ls , o tro s p o co s  se estab leceron  en e l in terior, espe- 
cia lm ente  en la zona andina.

D uran te  los p r im ero s  a n o s  la vida era dura. S in  em bargo em pezaron  
a constru ir  sus p ro p ia s  casas. Los jo v e n e s  se casaron y  fo rm a ro n  fa m i-  
lias eslovenas, los m a trim o n io x  m ix to s  eran pocos. Como despues de 
toda guerra , en los p rim ero s tiem pos hubo m uchos nacim ien tos, asi 
tam bien ocurrid  en la c o le c tiv id a d  eslovena  rec ien  estab lec ida . P oste-  
riorm ente  se los casam ien tos y  n a c im ien to s  estab ilizaron , pero  c r e d o  
la m o rta lid a d  que despues de a lgunos a n o s  sobrepasaba  a los 
nacim ientos. A l aum ento  dela  m o rta lid a d  se unio e l increm ento  de m a- 
trim onios m ixtos, esp ec ia lm en te  en tre  los jo v e n e s  de la segunda g en e-  
racion y a  nacid o s en el p a is  de inm igracion. Esto debi lito  m ucho la co 
lec tiv id a d  eslovena  no so lam ente  num ericam ente  sino  tam bien desde  
punto  de v ista  de la naciona lidad .

D esp u es de 47 a n o s  de la vida en e l pa is, crec im ien to  dem ogra fico  
es apenas po sitivo , pero  en los p ro x im o s a n o s  sera  y a  negativo . Duro  
golpe su frird  la c o le c tiv id a d  en o tros a s p e d o s  com o p o r  e jem plo  las 
jo v e n e s  fa m ilia s  y  los jo v e n e s  en g en era l estan m ostrando poco  in teres  
en las p u b lic a c io n e s  de la c o le c tiv id a d  y  en las o rga n iza c io n es cul- 
tu ra les y  p o r  esto  e l fu tu ro  es m uy incierto .
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POVZETEK

DEMOGRAFSKA GIBANJA MED SLOVENSKO  
EMIGRACIJO V ARGENTINI:  

ISKANJE ŽIVLJENJSKEGA PROSTORA

A vg u st H orvat

Ob koncu druge sve tovne  vo jne so tudi v S lo ven iji ko t delu  tedanje  
Ju g o sla v ije  p revze le  ob la st kom un istične  strukture. V elik  de l p re b iv a l
s tv a , še p o se b e j z  D olen jske, N o tran jske  in G orenjske, j e  zb eža l čez 
m ejo v A vs tr ijo  na ozem lje, ki ga  j e  zaseda la  zavezn iška  vojska. 
U bežniki iz S lo ven ije  so tam dob ili begunski s ta tu s  in b ili razm eščeni 
po  begunskih  taborišč ih  v A v s tr iji in Ita liji, del p ro tiko m u n is tičn ih  vo 
ja š k ih  eno t pa  j e  b il na silo  izročen  v roke ju g o s lo va n ske  kom unistične  
vojske. Po dveh le tih  b ivanja  v taborišč ih  so begunci p r ič e li o d h a ja ti v 
tip ičn e  izse ljen ske  države, predvsem  v Združene države A m erike, 
A vstra lijo , K anado in A rgen tino .

K er j e  a rg en tin ska  država spre je la  vse, ne g led e  na starost, zdravje  
in po k lic , se j e  večina  s lovensk ih  p o litičn ih  b eguncev  od loč ila  prav  
zanjo. O d trenutka , ko j e  bodisi p o sa m ezn ik  bodisi n jegova  družina  
sto p il na a rgen tin ska  tla, j e  m ora l za p re ž iv e tje  -  za za p oslitev , streho  
n a d  g la vo  ... -  p o skrb e ti sam. Večina s lovensk ih  p r ise lje n c e v  se j e  n a 
sta n ila  v sam em  B uenos A iresu , p re s to ln ic i A rg en tin e , ozirom a v n je 
g o v i oko lic i, neka teri p a  so odšli v n o tra n jo st dežele, večinom a v h r i
bovito  obm očje  p o d  Andi.

Prva leta  j e  b ilo  ž iv ljen je  težko. Takoj so za če li z id a ti la stne  hiše, 
m lad i so se p o ro č ili in si u stvarili s lo ven ske  družine, m ešanih  zakonov  
j e  b ilo  le malo. Znan j e  po jav , da se po  vsaki vo jn i p o veča  š tev ilo  ro j
stev; to se j e  zg o d ilo  tud i v na novo ustanov ljen i s lo ven sk i skupn o sti v 
A rgen tin i.
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Š tev ilo  p o ro k  in ro js tev  se j e  kasneje  neko liko  um irilo , p o veča la  pa  
se j e  sm rtnost, ki j e  km alu  p rerasla  rodnost. P ovečan i sm rtnosti se je  
pridružilo  še  večje  štev ilo  m ešanih zakonov, na jpogoste je  p ri po tom cih  
izseljencev, že  ro jen ih  v A rgen tin i. To j e  slovensko  sku pnost p rece j 
oslabilo, ne le po  štev ilu , am pak tudi s s ta lišča  slovenske  narodnostne  
identitete.

Po 47  le tih  ž iv ljen ja  v A rg en tin i j e  dem ografska  rast slovenske  izse 
ljenske skupn o sti še p o zitivna , verjetno  pa  bo km alu  upadla. N a jhu jši 
udarec j e  dejstvo , da m lade družine in m ladi nasp loh  kažejo  čeda lje  
manj zan im an ja  za sode lovan je  v družabnem  in ku lturnem  ž iv ljen ju  
slovenske izse ljen ske  skupnosti. Zato j e  p rih o d n o st te skupnosti zelo  
negotova.




