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Abstract 

The breakup of Yugoslavia turned intoa 
violent civil war in Bosnia in the sum- 
mer of 1991. The war did not begin as 
ethnic conflict, but ethnic traits were 
defined and collective memories were 
manipulated to mobilize people and to 
justijij the violence between groups. In 
the case of Bosnian refugees, the ques- 
tions concerning ethnicity and identity 
are especially important. The objective 
of this paper is to discuss the constitu- 
tion of the refugee identity of an adoles- 
cent Bosnian girl in the context of exile. 
The research methods used were collec- 
tion of refugee stories and participant 
observation. By collecting refugee sto- 
ries, it is possible to examine the proc- 
esses of identity constitution and the 
flexibility of identities. 

La partition de la Yougoslavie a en- 
traink une virulente guerre civile en 
Bosnie li I'ttt 1991. La guerre ne s'est 
pas amorcke comme un conflit ethnique, 
mais des caractkristiques ethniques ont 
6ventuellement ktk invoqukes, et la mk- 
moire collective a ttk manipulke pour 
mobiliser les populations et Ikgitimer la 
violence entre groupes. Duns le ces des 
rc;fugiks bosniaques, les questions d'eth- 
nicitk et d'identitk sont particulitre- 
ment sensibles. Le but du prksent article 
est de prockder ri une prksentation de 
l'identitt de rt5fngite d'une jeune ado- 
lescente bosniaque duns le contexte de 
Z'exil. Les mtthodes de recherche utili- 
skes ont 12.4 la collecte de rkcits de rt5fn- 
gib et I'obseruation directe. La collecte 
de rkcits de r@giks a rendu possible 
l'examen des processus de constitution 
d'identitt et la flexibilitk de ces identi- 
tts. 
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Introduction 

The breakup of Yugoslavia resulted in 
a violent civil war in Bosnia in the sum- 
mer of 1991. In the media, two main 
approaches were used in reporting 
and explaining the events in Bosnia. 
The first approach explained the war 
as the rise of centuries-old hatreds. 
According to this line of thought, peo- 
ple in Bosnia-Herzegovina have al- 
ways hated each other, but tolerance 
and coexistence were imposed by the 
communist regime. The alternative 
idealistic explanation, however, con- 
ceptualizes Bosnia as a multicultural 
society in which the diverse religious 
and ethnic groups lived together in 
peace and harmony, and did not clas- 
sify themselves in terms of "Serb," 
"Croat" or "Muslim." Presumably nei- 
ther of these explanations was true. 
Both tolerance and prejudice between 
individuals and between different 
groups existed in Bosnia. The attitudes 
towards religion and ethnicity de- 
pended on the sociocultural back- 
ground in which the person had grown 
up and lived (Bringa 1995,3). The con- 
flict resulted from political, economic 
and anthropological factors interact- 
ing in an unfortunate way. The crea- 
tion of enemieswas a prerequisite for 
war, and this was done by transferring 
latent tensions into acute ones and us- 
ing the media to create and maintain 
existential insecurity. The war did not 
begin as an ethnic conflict, but collec- 
tive memories were manipulated, and 
ethnic traits were defined and used as 
a weapon to justify violence towards 
other groups. Nationalism was offered 
as an answer to the search for identity 
and the crisis in the system of morals 
and values (Radosevic 1996,66). 

This discussion shows that ethnicity 
was an important factor in mobilizing 
people in the Bosnian war. The war 
was organized elsewhere, but with 

nationalist manipulation, people liv- 
ing in the villages were involved in the 
war to fight for their villages and their 
families. Ethnicity is an important ele- 
ment in an identity and life history of 
an individual. In this paper, ethnicity 
is seen as an ethnoreligious affiliation. 
It is a process that is created, manipu- 
lated and negotiated during the life 
history. Identity is seen as constituted 
and reconstituted by narrative that 
shifts over time, place and audience. 

The first Bosnian Muslim refugees 
arrived in North Carelia, Finland, in 
the autumn of 1992, and in the spring 
of 1993. These refugees came from vil- 
lages in Northern Bosnia, an area that 
under the Dayton Peace Agreement 
remained under Serbian rule. This 
refugee group was placed in a rural 
area in close proximity to local people, 
for instance, on farms. The University 
of Joensuu organized a research 
project, the objective of which was to 
study the adaptation of this refugee 
group. The research project was di- 
vided into three parts: the first part 
addressed the social networks of 
Bosnian refugees and their integration 
into a Finnish community, the second 
focused on the villagers' attitudes to- 
wards Bosnians, and the third looked 
at the education of Bosnian children. 
Among Bosnian refugees, there were 
children aged 12-15, and the munici- 
pality organized their education by 
setting up an elementary instruction 
group for them for six months. 

This paper came out of my thesis 
study, in which I described the initial 
period of the daily life of Bosnian 
children at school, and the social inter- 
action in the group by means of 
qualitative methods. Through the de- 
scription of everyday life, I tried to find 
out how the goals set for the education 
of refugees were achieved (Asikainen 
1994). 
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Despite the "good will" and the 
goals emphasizing the importance of 
preserving immigrants' own language 
and culture, the initial period seemed 
to be a process in which the contradic- 
tion between the goals and the re- 
sources for reaching them directed the 
work of the people dealing with the 
education of Bosnian children. In their 
daily work, the goals of the workers 
were changed to emphasize the adap- 
tation of Bosnian children into the 
Finnish school and society. The cur- 
riculum, resources and daily work 
constitute a whole which supports the 
aim to assimilate refugee and immi- 
grant children into Finnish society. 
These results themselves were not sur- 
prising, and my research process re- 
vealed the questions and problems 
related to refugee identity. 

The Bosnian refugee children and 
adolescents have been in Finland for 
four years. My field study focuses on 
adolescent girls of this refugee group. 
The data collection methods I used in- 
clude the collection of refugee stories, 
and participant observation. The ob- 
jective of my study is to examine the 
constitution of identity in exile, in par- 
ticular, the use of ethnicity in the con- 
stitution of social identity. In this 
paper, I will first discuss the refugee 
experience, and second, the narrative 
constitution of identity. Through an 
episode in seventeen year old Hajra's 
story, I illustrate a narrative constitu- 
tion of refugee identity as an alterna- 
tive expression of the identity of an 
adolescent girl. 

Refugee Experience 

War changes people in profound 
ways. It changes their perceptions of 
themselves, other people and the 
world. The threat in a war is first of all 
external, but the effects of breaking up 
internal security and the changes in 
identity influence people's lives more 
profoundly, and are more difficult to 
process. Refugees experience loss, cul- 
ture change and regeneration. Flight 
involves insecurity and instability, and 
refugees have to adjust to rapidly 
changing situations, for instance, resi- 
dence in refugee camps and resettle- 

ment in places with alien cultures. In 
exile the refugees are safe physically, 
but the war affects their life continu- 
ously through the experiences of vio- 
lence, escape and exile. Hajra told me: 

When we came to Finland, we imme- 
diately asked if we can go back when 
it is possible. They said, "You can go 
back, but you have no place to go to." 
My father says, "When peace comes, 
we can go back, but where? We have 
no place to go. We do not know 
where to go and where all our do- 
mestic animals have gone . . ." Father 
always said, "We can go back tomor- 
row, or the next day, but we can't go 
back, because there is no peace." 

The Bosnian war contributed to the 
increase in the awareness of ethnicity 
and theethnoreligious affiliation of the 
Bosnian Muslims. To the generations 
who grew up in the fifties and sixties, 
ethnicity (for example, names that re- 
veal ethnoreligious affiliation) was not 
an important marker of identity and 
family background. But in the eighties, 
it started tobecomemore important for 
young people (Bringa 1995,3). During 
the war, ethnic groups and ethnic traits 
were said to be the reason for the vio- 
lence. As discussed before, ethnicity 
and "ethnic group" were redefined, 
and they were used as a factor to mobi- 
lize people. History was rewritten in 
Serbian and Croatian writings in a way 
that made the Muslims alien: we have 
always been here, but the Muslims 
were not until 1400s (Fine 1993, 2). 
Nationhood was defined as a homoge- 
neous group, which has common roots 
and the right to a certain defined area. 

Thus, the Bosnian war and exile 
caused by war, produced homeless- 
ness, ethnicity andnew identities. War 
also produces a sense of otherness and 
forces people to see diversity and cul- 
tural differences (Mortland 1994, 8). 
Hajra talked about the atmosphere in 
her school just before war started, and 
the attitudes of her classmates towards 
her: 

We had many (Serbian children in 
our class) because the village was 
their village, and we used to go to 
school there and study the Russian 
language. The village in which my 

aunt lived they called it K. There 
were more Muslims than Serbs, but 
where we lived, there were more 
Serbs than we Muslims were. 

I asked if they had talked about the war 
with their classmates: 

.To us they do not tell anything, they 
say they talk with each other, those 
Serbs. To us they do not tell anything. 
When we came to school, they stayed w 

silent, but they talk with each other. 
But we are listening, we listen to 
what they say and what their parents 
say . . . 

Hajra said that before the war, and 
before they told it on TV who is a Mus- 
lim and who is a Serb, they did not 
know whether someone was a Serb, a 
Muslim or a Croat, and they all used to 
play together. Yet when war came, 
they learned to know. 

Narrative Constitution of Identity 
People tell stories all over the world: 
tales, memories, rumours and jokes, 
true stories, personal experience 
narratives and family stories. Stories 
and narratives are accommodated to 
the context, which both create and re- 
strict these narratives. In the case of 
refugees, refugee stories are told, for 
instance, in situations where explana- 
tions for being "here" (in exile) are 
needed. 

Narratives are told for different rea- 
sons. For example, people want to 
share their experiences and create a 
sense of togetherness, or they want to 
organize their experiences. The narra- 
tives told in the family context are also 
told to create family identity and an 
identity for the members of the family. 
Life history narratives, in particular, 
create and recreate a person's identity 
(Stahl 1977, 33). As discussed before, 
narratives are used in a war, for in- 
stance, to mobilize groups and to jus- 
tify the action. 

In this paper, narrative is consid- 
ered to be an ontological part of social 
life. People come to know, understand 
and make sense of the social world 
through narrative. They tell narratives 
for themselves and for other people 
about themselves, about other people 
and about different kinds of events. 
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People create their social identities 
through narrative. We come to be who 
we are by being located or placing our- 
selves in social narratives (Somers 
1994,606). 

In narrative constructions, we can 
distinguish four different features 
which are particularly relevant to the 
social sciences. These are: 
1.) relationality of parts, 
2.) causal emplotment, 
3.) selective appropriation, and 
4.) temporality, sequence and place. 

Together, these dimensions suggest 
that narratives are constellations of 
relationships, embedded in time and 
space, constituted by causal emplot- 
ment. Unlike the attempt to produce 
meaning by placing an event in a speci- 
fied category, narrativity precludes 
sense-making of a singular isolated 
phenomenon. Narrativity demands 
that we discern the meaning of any sin- 
gle event only in temporal and spatial 
relationship to other events. 

The relationality of parts turns 
events into episodes, whether the se- 
quence of episodes is presented or 
experienced in any chronological or- 
der. This is done by emplotment. 
Emplotment gives significance to sin- 
gular events or independent instances 
and translates events into episodes. 
The plot is not necessarily chronologi- 
cal, but it is thematic. We can see the 
plot as a logic or syntax of the narra- 
tive. Another crucial element of 
narrativity is its evaluative criteria. We 
need selective appropriation in con- 
structing narrative. We have to choose 
which events, experiences and social 
factors are important. A plot is the- 
matic, and the primacy of some narra- 
tive theme or competing themes 
determines how events are processed, 
and what criteria will be used to 
prioritize events and render meaning 
to them. 

Here, Hajra responded to my ques- 
tions in regard to how she first recog- 
nized that things had changed, that 
things were not as they used to be: 

It was first on TV, in the news, that 
they were coming, the Serbs. Then 
my uncle called and told us that there 

would be a war coming, and that we 
would have to leave our home and 
come to Croatia and leave every- 
thing, home, the cows, etc. Father 
told us that our uncle was lying that 
we couldn't go there, and why 
should we? And that the war was not 
coming. Mother visited the town, 
and there all the Serbian women said 
that the war was surely coming, 
maybe tomorrow or the next day. 
They all knew, but we didn't know 
anything. Then we went to school, 
we saw a helicopter that brought sol- 
diers and guns. The guns they gave 
to our neighbours, who were Serbs. 
We had seen this many times, and we 
told our father and mother. Our par- 
ents went to see and they saw the 
guns and everything, but father said 
that surely they gave the guns to our 
neighbours, because they were in the 
army. He didn't think that the war 
would come at all. But our mother 
had understood that the war would 
come. My sister had heard all the 
classmate talking in the school, that 
the war was coming. 

In Hajra's story, we can say that one 
thematic plot is Hajra's sense of being 
made invisible and a victim. Hajra was 
a good pupil. The story presents a pic- 
ture of a child who sees threatening 
things happen and does not under- 
stand what is going on. Repeatedly 
Hajra says that they did not know any- 
thing; the Serbs did know but did not 
tell Hajra or her family. Hajra's class- 
mates used to talk and play with Hajra, 
but when the war started, they ignored 
her, because she had been revealed as 
an enemy through the news on TV. 
Hajra's parents had become victims; 
they could not believe the war would 
come to their village. Hajra and her 
parents lived their daily life with their 
neighbours, who were Serbs; they 
worked together and celebrated to- 
gether. When war started, they were 
made alien by their neighbours: 

Every day they [neighbours] said to 
us, "The war is not coming, peace 
will come, we won't shoot you. You 
can come to our home when the war 
comes." And when war started, they 
came and killed our father, the one 
who had said that the war was surely 
not coming. 

Hajra's story serves as analtemative 
expression of identity in Hajra's social 
networks and identities in exile. Hajra 
told her story to me after her thee-year 
stay in Finland as a refugee. When she 
left Bosnia, she was fourteen years old. 
Hajra also told other stories about her 
life in Finland as a Bosnian girl, or as a 
North-Carelian girl. 

We talked about marrying and dat- 
ing, and I asked her whether Bosnian 
girls could date Finnish or Bosnian 
boys. She told me: 

Well, Bosnian boys. We can go (out) 
with Finnish boys, but we do not know 
Finnish language or culture. But with 
Bosnian boys, we can talk our own lan- 
guage. I have a boyfriend in America, 
and he might come to Finland, but I 
don't know when. He wants me to 
marry me, but I don't believe the day 
will come when I will get married. I 
always say, "You are lying, you cannot 
come here," and he says, "I can," every 
day he says "I can come . . ." 

I asked where Hajra had met him, 
and she said: 

I have not met him, but he had seen 
me on videotape. He called here and 
asked who I was, and one girl 
phoned me and said, "There is a boy 
in America who would like you to be 
his girlfriend for he has no friends 
there or anything." "Well," I said to 
the girl, "you can give my telephone 
number and address to him." And 
now, he writes me and calls me eve- 
ryday, and talks with me for about an 
hour. 

I said: "Oh dear, it is expensive!" 

Yes it is! Well, I said (to him), "It is 
.expensive to call," but he said, "It is 
not expensive, for you are my girl- 
friend" . . . But I don't understand . . . 
I don't know where to go, whether to 
go . . . One boy lives inOulu, the other 
one in Mikkeli. I don't know whether 
to stay in Oulu, Mikkeli or go to 
America!" 

Hajra is a beautiful young woman 
who goes to vocational school and 
plans to get married when she finishes 
school. She has Bosnian boyfriends in 
Finland and in other countries, and 
they call Hajra and send her presents. 
Hajra also talks about loneliness and 
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the jealousy of her peers, and problems 
between Bosnian families in North 
Carelia. The image of Bosnia seems to 
serve as a place to go to in her thoughts 
sometimes when daily life is too 
gloomy and difficult. 

Once, when we were sitting at the 
kitchen table and she was telling me 
about her experiences and memories, I 
got the impression that she was look- 
ing at a film, or had discovered in her 
mind once again all that had hap- 
pened. I wrote in my diary: 

Hajra said that the war was bad, that 
many people had died, that they had 
lost their homes, gardens and every- 
thing. She looked sad and thought- 
ful. I got the impression that she had 
quickly discovered what had hap- 
pened: Their life was like that there, 
having orchards and everything, but 
now she is here, living this life. 

Conclusion 

The concept of narrative identity em- 
phasizes the subjectivity and the vari- 
ety of identities. The narrative identity 
approach rejects the tendencies of 
identity theories to normatize identi- 
ties and to categorize them. The narra- 
tive identity approach embeds the 
actor within relationships and stories 
that shift over time and place. Through 
refugee stories, we can find the iden- 
tity of a refugee, which is enclosed with 
the experiences of both victim and sur- 
vivor. Refugee identity is transna- 
tional. It is affected not only by former 
identities and culture, and present in- 
fluences from the host country, it also 
includes refugees' relations to other 
refugees in diaspora. The refugee ex- 
perience can serve as a mirror reflect- 
ing new and changing identities; and 
conversely, ethnicity can serve as a 
mirror to reflect the refugee experi- 
ence. 

We know what happened in Yugo- 
slavia on a large scale: people had to 
leave their homes and flee to foreign 
countries. We also know that the me- 
dia was used in conveying propa- 
ganda and mobilizing people. Hajra's 
story serves as an interpretation of the 
events, but it is also a story of the proc- 
ess through which an adolescent be- 

came first a refugee, and then became 
aware of her own and of other peoples' 
ethnicity. Hajra was endowed with the 
identity of a refugee on the day she had 
to leave her home, and the identity of a 
Bosnian girl on the day she came to 
Finland. Hajra is very well aware of 
cultural differences and the problems 
which are caused by diverse values 
and norms. She has the criteria and 
experience to evaluate both Finnish 
and Bosnian culture and daily life. 

Hajra tells her own story of chang- 
ing situations and contexts. She uses 
these stories to organize her experi- 
ences and to produce the meaning of 
events. She also constructs her identity 
through these stories, and offers 
changing features or aspects of her 
identity for a changing audience. Fejos 
(1995, 86) contends that well-struc- 
tured, epic form of narrative indicates 
the coping strategy and the use of the 
narrative in daily life. Hajra's story of 
escape is similar to the stories I col- 
lected from other Bosnian girls. The 
refugee stories and the stories of es- 
cape attest to the existence of the oral 
collective memory. They also indicate 
the process of subjective appropriation 
of history and the collectivity of it. 

Although the refugee experience is 
traumatic and stressful, the process is 
also rejuvenating. Refugees have re- 
sources and coping strategies. By col- 
lecting refugee stories, it is possible to 
examine the processes of identity con- 
stitution and the flexibility of identi- 
ties. It is important to express these 
features of refugees' identity and to 
make them visible. Narrative ap- 
proach enables expressions of multi- 
ple subjectivities and identities that are 
not categorical, but rather, are chang- 
ing and flexible. 
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