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ABSTRACT 

  

 

Using Bourdieu’s theory of social capital and cultural reproduction as a conceptual 

framework and narrative inquiry as a methodology, this study explores the role of schooling in 

the cultural identity development of adolescent females from Bosnian Muslim communities who 

entered the United States as refugees.  The five participants live in a Southeastern city 

pseudonymously referred to as “Parksburg.” Each woman arrived in the U.S. during elementary 

school years and was either in postsecondary study or nearing high school graduation at the time 

of the study.  

The women’s personal narratives reveal a common desire to develop bicultural 

competence in social as well as academic settings. The self-reported degree of success varied, as 

women who had chosen to socialize primarily within a peer group of other Bosnian refugee 

youth felt a stronger connection to their Bosnian language and identity as young adults; this 

cultural self-identification as Bosnian corresponded with a desire to follow Bosnian cultural 

practices, marry a Bosnian man and make frequent return visits to Bosnia as well as follow 

Muslim religious observances.  Students whose social and academic realms at school included 

few other Bosnians were much more likely to have constructed cultural identities in which being 

American or international was primary and a Bosnian cultural heritage was secondary or one of 

several equal cultural influences.   

Race played an important role in cultural identity development, as all the students were 

aware of the pervasiveness of White privilege and the degree to which their adjustment was 

easier than that of other refugee and immigrant peers because of their “White” appearance. Most 

of the students felt relief from their ability to blend into mainstream White U.S. culture and 

placed a high value on being able to “pass” as non-immigrant White. This desire to blend in led 

to a conscious choice to downplay Bosnian language and Muslim religious heritage in school and 

social settings.  The two students who had attended schools with a majority of African-American 

students constructed their racial identities in light of their social context in high school; they 

insisted to their classmates that they were Bosnian and therefore differentiated themselves from 

the White American students. This public self-identification as “European” rather than “White” 

extended to linguistic identity development, as one student adopted African-American 
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Vernacular English as the exclusive form of English she used. Racial identity issues reflect many 

of Bourdieu’s concepts including cultural reproduction, symbolic violence, and the social capital 

associated with race in contemporary U.S. culture. 

Narrative data also reveals the challenges of the multiple “uprootings” faced by many 

refugees who are forced to leave their home country for another country where they may live for 

several years only to be uprooted and resettled yet again in a third permanent country of 

residence. The concept of a refugee identity and other elements of cultural identity common to 

many refugees, such as ethnic conflict and the experience of war trauma, are also discussed. 

Analysis and interpretation also address a number of aspects of cultural identity 

development revealed as significant in the narrative data. These include the importance of self-

selected cultural identity labels as well as the role of the homeland in the development of cultural 

identity.  Ethnic, religious, and linguistic facets of identity are also addressed as portions of 

participant narrative illustrate the complexity of cultural identity development among these 

young women who differ in many ways yet share common struggles of developing bicultural or 

multiple cultural identities in the United States.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Problem 

 

 

For decades, educational philosophers have recognized that the functions of schooling 

extend beyond the mastery of basic skills or preparation for future work (Dewey, 1916; Mann, 

1957; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). One of the effects of schooling is the influence upon 

students’ sense of themselves, or the construction of their identities (Nieto, 1996; McQuillan, 

1998; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). This study utilizes the narratives of adolescent female refugees 

from Bosnian Muslim communities to explore the role of schooling in the cultural identity 

construction of refugee students in U.S. schools. Refugees often face personal and social 

struggles as they negotiate their cultural identities within the context of U.S. society. Through 

narrative inquiry, this study aims to elucidate how the forms of cultural identity encouraged in 

U.S. schools affect these refugee students. 

 An individual’s cultural identity encompasses how the individual relates to members of a 

group that share a common language, history, and understanding of the world (Norton, 1997). 

Identity construction refers to how an individual negotiates a sense of self within the larger social 

world. For families coming into U.S. schools from other cultural and linguistic backgrounds, 

schooling arguably plays an especially significant part in the negotiation and construction of 

children’s understandings of identity and culture as Americans (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-

Orozco, 2001). Thus, this study is driven by the following research question: What do students’ 

narratives reveal about the role of U.S. schooling in the cultural identity construction of Bosnian 

Muslim refugee women? 

 Much research of the schooling experiences of foreign-born youth has focused on 

academic achievement (McDonnell & Hill, 1993; Rong & Preissle, 1998; Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001). Indeed, in the current era of globalization, it is more important than ever for students to 

succeed academically in order to access increased opportunities in adulthood (Suárez-Orozco, 

2001). However, schooling has long been recognized as a vehicle for teaching non-academic 

information and values (Peshkin, 1978; Willis, 1981; Apple, 1982; among others). Interactions 
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with teachers, peers, and curricula all influence a child’s growing and changing sense of self, 

making the school a key site in the construction of a social and cultural identity. In addition, the 

cultural process of schooling (Spindler, 1987) has historically been one of the primary means by 

which immigrants aculturated and formed American cultural identities (Rong & Preissle, 1998). 

Through this study of the role schools play in students’ cultural identity construction, I 

am attempting to understand challenges students face as they negotiate their sense of self in a 

new culture. Unlike their adult family members, refugee students enter school soon after arrival 

in the United States, meaning they are placed directly into a social institution with a historic 

intent of shaping American cultural identity. Difficulties in reconciling a previous cultural 

identity with the “Americanizing” effect of schools may manifest themselves in a number of 

ways. Common student reactions to these manifestations include resistance to the feeling of 

native culture being challenged, denial of native culture, conflicts with family, or poor academic 

achievement or dropout (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). In exploring the role of 

schooling in changing refugee cultural identity, I am aware that some difficulties in the transition 

to U.S. schools may be related to refugee students’ position as “involuntary expatriates” (Zhou & 

Bankston, 1998, p. 42), similar to cultural conflicts faced by U.S.-born students in racial, 

cultural, or religious minorities, or common to the identity negotiation typically faced by 

adolescents. The study explored how Islamic religious identity of the refugees in this study may 

contribute to students’ challenges, as well, as religious minorities have been alienated by the pan-

Protestant heritage and characteristics of the U.S. educational system during earlier periods of 

immigration (MacDonald, 2004). Gender, race, language, culture, religion, and immigrant status 

have all been the basis for discrimination and unequal provision of educational opportunities in 

U.S. educational history.  Consequently, my primary purpose in studying the schooling 

experience of refugee students was to identify current problems facing these refugee women, and 

to learn how schools can improve their services to refugee students, particularly females from 

Bosnian Muslim communities.   
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Purpose 

 

 

The United Nations High Commission for Refugees (1993) defines a refugee as an 

individual who has left his or her home country due to fear of persecution based on political, 

ethnic, or religious grounds. While sharp distinctions between refugees and immigrants are not 

always clear, refugees often have common experiences not shared by other immigrants. For 

example, refugee families often must leave their homes suddenly and without preparation, wait 

for months or years in refugee camps without educational opportunities, and come to the U.S. 

without the knowledge or preparation enjoyed by families who plan their immigration. As a 

result, arrival in the United States is frequently accompanied by sudden and traumatic cultural 

transitions (Haines, 1996).  

 Most studies focusing on the educational needs of students of diverse cultural heritage 

have not differentiated between immigrant students who arrived in the United States as political 

refugees and those in the U.S. through other channels (McDonnell & Hill, 1993; Rong & 

Preissle, 1998; Suárez-Orozco, 2001; Gitlin, Buendía, Crosland, & Doumbia, 2003).  Studies 

focusing specifically on schooling of refugees have typically examined the educational 

attainment of a particular national or ethnic group, such as Vietnamese  (Caplan, Choy, & 

Whitmore, 1991; Zhou and Bankston, 1994, 1998) or Hmong refugees (Hones, 1999). Compared 

to the numerous studies of multicultural populations in the U.S., however, refugee students are 

underresearched. Still fewer studies have specifically addressed cultural identity construction and 

the refugee experience.  However, some previous research with refugees and immigrants has 

addressed the changing sense of self, and a growing body of literature explores bicultural 

identities (Darder, 1995; Kanno, 2003).  

Because schooling is a social and political process (Bourdieu, 1986), it is necessary for a 

researcher to understand the social and political context surrounding refugees in school before 

undertaking research with a refugee population.  For example, Ibrahim (1999) demonstrated the 

interconnectedness of identity and language by showing how young French-speaking African 

immigrants and refugees in Canada were racialized by the mainstream society, and how their 

changing perceptions of their own racial and cultural identities affected the ways in which they 

learned English and even the type of English they learned. Struggles with identity often extend to 
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family concerns about children losing their parents’ cultural heritage and the influence of 

American culture on youth; conversely, immigrant and refugee children’s identity development 

is affected by their peers and by popular culture as well as by their family influences (Flores-

González, 2002).  

A narrative study of students in one school system during the few years after their arrival 

to the United States allows a unique examination of the ways in which schooling experiences 

influence how these students negotiate their identities and find their places among the cultures of 

their homelands and the United States. This study differs from existing research on refugee 

students in several ways. One distinctive aspect of this study is its exclusive focus on students 

from Bosnia and Herzegovina. This focus allows a depth of analysis that is able to take cultural 

factors into account.  Like many refugees from other regions of the world, participants in this 

study have encountered ethnic conflict and violence in a political context in which their cultural 

identities have been dangerous liabilities.  

In addition to what these refugee students can teach us about the role of schooling in the 

process of cultural identity construction, the study has unique significance due to the current 

sociopolitical atmosphere in the United States.  All the young people in this study identify 

themselves as being from Muslim communities.  In the current political atmosphere in which 

reaction to and understanding of Islam by Westerners is of utmost significance on a geopolitical 

scale, the experience of Muslim students in U.S. public schools is a pressing social and 

educational issue (McBrien, 2005).  

A third unique aspect of this study lies in the significance of the community in which 

these refugees now live. The setting for this study, a large school system in a Southern city, 

touches current issues in the education of refugees. Since refugee populations are growing most 

quickly in communities previously unaccustomed to large populations of immigrants (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2000), refugees are often resettled in communities unaccustomed to recent 

newcomers in their school systems. Parksburg (a pseudonym), the setting for this research 

project, exemplifies this current trend, with a foreign-born population which has tripled during 

the last decade and a refugee population which is twice the national average (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2000).  Its rapidly changing demographics and history as a community primarily of 

white and African American citizens make Parksburg a model city for a study of schooling 

among multicultural populations, particularly foreign-born students from cultural and political 
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backgrounds with which local school systems have little previous experience (Beck & Allexsaht-

Snider, 2001).  

Finally, the focus on narratives from students themselves provides a level of detail and 

insight rare in current works on refugee education (Hones, 1999). Narrative methodology 

privileges students’ voices, which is significant as the participants’ voices may not otherwise be 

valued in society due to barriers of language, age, religion, and recency of arrival in the United 

States. 

 

 

Theoretical and Methodological Considerations 

 

 

The theoretical foundations of this study are based on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, whose 

analysis of the role of schooling in cultural reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977), in individuals’ sense 

of identity (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), in symbolic violence (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), and 

in the allocation of social power (Bourdieu, 1977, 1986) is relevant to this contemporary 

educational setting. As part of Bourdieu’s concept of “cultural capital,” he discussed linguistic 

capital and how social standing is connected with the right to speak and to have one’s voice be 

heard (1986, 1991). The importance of the “right to be heard” connects the conceptual frame and 

methodology of this study. As refugee students generally do not hold much social power in U.S. 

society, this study attempts to acknowledge that each of these young people has an individual 

right to speak and right to be heard in the social world. Chapter Two provides a further 

explication of Bourdieu’s theories and introduces other researchers whose work influences this 

study. 

 

The theoretical framework provided by Bourdieu’s philosophy is interwoven with the 

methodological considerations in this study. In keeping with Bourdieu’s notion of linguistic 

capital and the centrality of a speaker’s right to speak and right to be heard in the public sphere, 

this study is committed to placing value in refugees’ accounts of their own experiences.  

Therefore, the study allowed the students’ words to provide data using narrative methodology, 

which is especially suited to research with typically understudied and “unheard” populations. 
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Narrative methodology has gained popularity in educational research in the last two decades. 

Research utilizing narrative reports has a long tradition in educational research, from studies of 

the history of education (Hoffman, 1981) to studies of the implementation of education policy 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1991), and is especially suited to research with typically understudied 

and “unheard” populations (Gill & Alford, 2004). This methodology is discussed in depth in the 

first section of Chapter Three. 

The population at the center of this study is comprised of female refugees from Bosnia 

and Herzegovina (commonly called Bosnia) who arrived in the United States in the 1990s as 

elementary-aged students.  The participants are five female students between the ages of 18 and 

22 who are all ethnically Bosnian Muslim (sometimes called Bosniak). Each student attended 

both middle and high school in Parksburg after beginning her elementary schooling in the former 

Yugoslavia. These young women represent families both from educated and uneducated 

backgrounds and urban and village lifestyles. Further information about the participants and the 

Parksburg community is discussed in detail in Chapter Three. 

Narrative data was collected from participants through individual interviews. The 

interviews followed steps outlined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) in their authoritative text 

on narrative inquiry. Narrative interviews are designed to elicit data related to the research 

question, including participants’ reflections on their changing sense of identity and how school 

has affected the way they see themselves.  They are also designed to allow participants to 

volunteer data reflecting elements of Bourdieu’s social framework. I referred to Lincoln (1993) 

and Ryen (2001) extensively in constructing interview guides, as their work details issues 

confronted in interviewing multicultural and marginalized groups. The second section of Chapter 

Three addresses data collection in detail.  

Data interpretation involved examining the data using Bourdieu’s social theory as a lens.  

In particular, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, cultural capital, and symbolic violence proved 

salient as I analyzed data related to cultural identity formation and the role of schools in this 

identity formation process.  
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Implications for Policy 

 

 

Given volatile current events internationally, educators are beginning to focus on the 

cultural and religious diversity among students and conflicts that may arise on a policy level.  

Recent controversies surrounding the wearing of Muslim headscarves in public schools and 

school-based discrimination against students of Middle Eastern descent (Abu El-Haj, 2003) 

focus policy makers’ attention on issues concerning students of minority ethnic and religious 

groups.  Issues concerning English language learners in public schools continue to be a high 

priority for policy makers (Platt, Harper, & Mendoza, 2003; Beck & Allexsaht-Snider, 2001). As 

student populations become more diverse and refugees comprise an increasing percentage of the 

English-language-learning student body in many areas, special challenges facing refugee 

students should be made known to both practitioners and policy makers (McBrien, 2005). 

Narrative inquiry is the means by which this study intends to illuminate how the cultural identity 

fostered by U.S. schooling affects Bosnian refugee students. Through this process, the results of 

this study may shed light on the role of schooling in the cultural identity formation of other 

bicultural students in U.S. schools, as well. This study’s relevance to current political and 

cultural controversies, English language education, and the changing composition of the 

immigrant student population underlies its timeliness and significance to educational 

practitioners and policy makers alike. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

RESEARCH ON REFUGEE CULTURAL IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION  

 

 

A study of the role of schooling in refugee students’ cultural identity construction 

requires clear definitions of “refugee” and “cultural identity construction” as well as a familiarity 

with literature on refugee youth in school and cultural identity construction of refugees. This 

literature review chapter provides the aforementioned definitions and introduces the various 

strands of the literature review in the following sequence: The first section defines “refugee” and 

“immigrant” as well as distinguishes between the two groups. The diverse characteristics of both 

those groups are explained in the second section.  Background information about Bosnian 

Muslim refugees in the United States is presented in the third section. The fourth section 

provides definitions necessary to understand the concept of “cultural identity construction” and 

identify literature explaining this concept.  Weaving together the first four sections, a fifth 

section describes previous research on the cultural identity construction of refugees in the United 

States.   

 

 

Defining Characteristics of Refugees and Immigrants 

 

 

In order to compare and contrast issues facing refugees and immigrants, a clear 

distinction between them is necessary.  While the terms “refugee” and “immigrant” are often not 

distinguished in popular discourse, an internationally accepted definition of “refugee” has existed 

since the United Nations Geneva Refugee Convention in 1951.  According to this international 

agreement, a refugee is defined as the following: 

 

“A person who is outside his/her country of nationality or habitual residence; has 

a well-founded fear of persecution because of his/her race, religion, nationality, 

membership in a particular social group or political opinion; and is unable or 
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unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country, or to return 

there for fear of persecution.”  

(United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 1993) 

 

In 2005, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) identified 19.2 million 

“people of concern” worldwide. Of this number, 9.2 million fit the above definition of refugee. 

The other 10 million consist of 5.6 million internally displaced people (who fit the definition of 

refugee but have not crossed a nation-state border), 839,200 asylum seekers (who fit the 

definition of refugees but have not been granted legal asylum the country to which they have 

fled), 1.2 million returned refugees (who have returned to their country of origin but may not be 

safe), and 2 million others of concern, including stateless persons (United Nations High 

Commission for Refugees, 2006). Figures 2.1 and 2.2 show the trends and totals, respectively, of 

refugee arrivals in the United States during the past decade. Table 2.1 shows the countries of 

origin for the largest numbers of refugees who have entered the United States in the last fifteen 

years, and Figure 2.3 shows the countries of origins of the largest numbers of refugees from the 

same time period in graphic form. Table 2.2 gives a broader view of the trends and countries of 

origins of refugees resettled in the United States from 1946—when the first refugees were so 

designated—to 2004.  (Tables are located at the end of the chapter.) 

Although the gender disparity of the refugee experience has not been well publicized, 

women and girls account for more than 75 percent of the worldwide refugee population (United 

Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2006). Approval rates for refugees from different 

countries vary each year, as does the total number of refugees admitted in a year. (See Figure 

2.4.) The U.S. Office of Immigration Statistics reports that in the 2002 fiscal year, the highest 

numbers of applications for refugee status came from Somalia, Ethiopia, and Liberia. The 

highest numbers of approved applications in 2002 were from Bosnia and Herzegovina, followed 

by Cuba, Iran, Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Sudan (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2004). In 

2004, Somalia, Laos, and Cuba had the highest numbers of both applications and approved 

applications for refugee status (Office of Immigration Statistics, 2006). (See Tables 2.3 and 2.4 

for numbers and countries of origin of applicants for refugee status in the United States.) 
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Figure 2.1.   

Continents of Origin for Refugee Arrivals in the United States, 1996-2005   

Source: Office of Immigration Statistics. (2004). 2003 yearbook of immigration statistics. 

Washington, DC: Department of Homeland Security. Retrieved July 10, 2006 from 

http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/aboutus/statistics/2003Yearbook.pdf 
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Figure 2.2.  

Distribution of Refugee Arrivals to the United States by Continent of Origin, 1996-2005 

Source: Office of Immigration Statistics. (2004). 2003 yearbook of immigration statistics. 

Washington, DC: Department of Homeland Security. Retrieved July 10, 2006 from 

http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/aboutus/statistics/2003Yearbook.pdf  
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Figure 2.3.  

Top 11 Countries of Origin for Refugee Arrivals to the United States, 1990-2005 

Source: Source: Office of Immigration Statistics. (2004). 2003 yearbook of immigration 

statistics. Washington, DC: Department of Homeland Security. Retrieved July 10, 2006 from 

http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/aboutus/statistics/2003Yearbook.pdf  
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Figure 2.4.  

Refugee Arrivals to the United States, Fiscal Years 1980-2005 

Source: U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), Office 

of Admissions, Refugee Processing Center (RPC). 
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Aside from the United Nations (U.N.) definition, nation-states use their own regulations 

to determine who may enter as a refugee. In terms of immigration to the United States, the 

differentiation between refugees and immigrants is largely political. While the U.S. legal 

definition of a refugee is quite similar to that of the U.N., the determination of a person’s  

eligibility for legal refugee status is made by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 

(formerly the Immigration and Naturalization Service) rather than by a broad application of the 

U.N. definition (Office of Refugee Resettlement, 2003).  Legal refugees apply for and are 

granted legal status before entering the United States. Asylum seekers, sometimes referred to as 

asylees, fit the definition of refugees but apply for legal status after they enter the United States. 

Once granted political asylum, an asylee is permitted to stay in the United States legally.  (See 

Table 2.5.) 

In contrast to refugees, who leave their countries because of a substantiated threat to their 

lives, demographers commonly define immigrants as aliens who have voluntarily moved from 

one society to another (Martin & Midgley, 1994, emphasis mine). The voluntary nature of an 

immigrant’s choice to move to another country offers a key distinction between immigrants and 

refugees.  Immigrants may move for many reasons, but the most common is a search for 

increased economic opportunity (Rong & Preissle, 1998). This rationale fits the UNHCR 

definition of “economic migrants” as those who leave their homes in search of a more 

prosperous lifestyle (United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 1993). In many areas of the 

United States, the number of immigrants has historically reflected the labor needs of employers 

(Portes, 1996), while the number of refugees has reflected a U.S. response to international 

conflict—particularly those conflicts in which the United States has been directly involved.  

Some immigration researchers, such as Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001), 

distinguish three separate pathways to the United States taken by “immigrants,” “refugees,” and 

“transnationals.”   This definition considers immigrants to be those intending to reside in the new 

country permanently or for a period of time (Trueba, 2004), but who could return to their native 

country if desired. Refugees, by definition, cannot safely return to their native countries, while 

transnationals alternate residence between two sovereign nation-states (Levitt, 2001; Goldin, 

1999; Basch, Glick Shiller, & Szanton Blanc, 1994). Many other authors refer to all those who 

migrate across nation-state borders as “immigrants,” with “refugees” being a subset of the larger 

immigrant category. The term “migrants” is often used to refer to those who move residence 
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within the borders of a single nation-state for economic reasons, while “internally displaced 

persons” is the UNHCR term for refugees who stay within the borders of their native countries.  

For the sake of simplicity, I will use the term “immigrants” to refer only to those who 

immigrate voluntarily, rather than as a general term which covers refugees as well. Although the 

UNHCR definition of “refugees” is broader than the U.S. government’s definition, I will only 

refer to “refugees” as those persons who have been granted refugee status by the U.S. 

government. The term “immigration” will be used to refer to the process of coming to one 

nation-state from another, with the intent of taking up residence. (Admittedly, that residence may 

not be static or necessarily permanent, as evidenced by the growth in transnational migration.)  

According to that definition, both refugees and immigrants undergo the process of immigration. 

It should also be noted that the migration of refugees is a global phenomenon that does not 

solely—or even primarily—affect the United States.  In fact, the majority of the world’s refugees 

flee to poor countries in the global South, rather than to the U.S. or Europe (Jones, 1998).  

Nevertheless, this research project will be restricted to the migration of refugees to the United 

States, rather than the global refugee issue. 

As refugees and immigrants enter the United States, both groups are commonly viewed 

as “voluntary immigrants” rather than “involuntary minorities,” to use Ogbu’s well-known 

typology (1991).  While immigrants are by definition “voluntary,” this common categorization is 

problematic for refugees. Many refugees, who may be considered “involuntary expatriates” 

(Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 42), did not choose to leave their homes, much less come to the 

United States. In fact, prior to their U.S. immigration, many refugees preferred to be exiled to 

another country or to stay in another area within their country of origin (M. Cleary, personal 

communication, September 13, 2004). Indeed, four major distinctions between refugees and 

immigrants are sometimes identified as choice, plan, freedom to return, and trauma (both in the 

home country and in the experience of flight from the home country) (Tracey, 2006). To some 

degree, the refugee experience may seem essentially voluntary, especially compared to other 

involuntary minorities, such as African Americans who came to the U.S. through slavery.  

However, bitterness and resentment are not uncommon reactions among refugees who have been 

brought to the U.S. (Tenhula, 1991). This differentiation between refugees and immigrants plays 

a role in the acculturation processes of both groups. While most immigrants can return to their 

countries, or at least entertain the thought of returning, by definition most refugees cannot 
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repatriate (Fantino & Colak, 2001), at least not for many years after leaving their country of 

origin. 

Legality is another central feature distinguishing refugees from other immigrants.
1
 Legal 

status in the U.S. is a primary concern among many immigrants, who may have entered the 

country illegally or overstayed legal visas (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). Refugees, in 

contrast, need not even get green cards to enjoy legal residence in the United States.
2
  Refugees’ 

legal status is accompanied by a brief period of government aid in the form of financial support, 

health insurance, job placement, and free cultural orientation and language learning sessions for 

all members of a refugee family.  This support is provided through local resettlement agencies 

that also arrange for housing and furniture, provide access to other community resources, and 

may connect refugees with American sponsor families who have volunteered to make the 

newcomers feel welcome in their new communities.  Such governmental and community 

resources are not guaranteed for immigrants, many of whom receive no aid upon their arrival in 

the United States. While many resettlement agencies also provide services to immigrants, agency 

services to refugees are funded through the Office of Refugee Resettlement in the federal 

Department of Health and Human Services.  As such, many agencies are limited in the amount of 

free aid they can give to non-refugee immigrants. Even if some programs are available to 

immigrants (such as free cultural orientation or English classes), the lack of government-funded 

economic support means that many immigrants are too busy working to take advantage of 

available programs, even if they are aware of their existence.  

 

 

Diversity within and across categories of “Refugee” and “Immigrant” 

 

 

As soon as lines of demarcation are drawn to separate “refugees” from “immigrants,” the  

limited utility of such distinctions becomes obvious.  While the categories remain distinct in 

legal realms of citizenship status and government benefits, refugees are not always noticeably 

                                                           
1 These legal distinctions are relatively recent (post-World War II), as the United States has historically made no 

distinction between immigrants and refugees. See Holman (1996) for a historical overview of earlier immigration 

and more recent U.S. refugee programs beginning at the end of World War II. 
2 See Fernandez Kelly and Shauffler (1996) for an ethnographic comparison of Nicaraguan and Cuban families—

one of which is undocumented and one of which has legal refugee status. 
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different from immigrants in many ways.  Both refugees and immigrants are diverse groups, and 

this diversity raises questions about the significance of the official categorizations. Both may 

come from widely divergent economic circumstances in their home countries (Jensen, 2001), 

diverse cultural backgrounds (Rong & Preissle, 1998), and diverse political systems (Haines, 

1996), all factors affecting the immigration experience regardless of the official status under 

which one comes to the United States.  The category of immigrant includes uneducated peasants 

trying to move out of poverty and highly trained scientists undertaking cutting-edge research. 

Reflecting the same level of diversity, refugees may represent pre-literate cultures without 

formal educational systems, or they may come from exclusive social strata representing the 

foreign-educated elite of their home countries (McBrien, 2005).   

Some immigrants come to the U.S. escaping political and social upheaval and 

persecution, though they are not officially considered refugees. Many immigrants from 

Nicaragua and Guatemala, for example, fit the UNHCR definition of refugees but have not 

always been considered refugees by the United States and therefore have not always received 

refugee or asylee status or the accompanying benefits (MacDonald, 2004). Whether immigrants 

are documented or undocumented affects numerous aspects of their experience of immigration, 

further evading generalizations about immigrants (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).
3
  

While the U.S. government’s definition of refugee does reveal something about an individual’s 

legal status, it does not indicate many more characteristics about an individual. 

Cultural, linguistic, and religious variation exists even among refugees from the same 

geographic area, as illustrated by the diversity among groups of Indochinese refugees during the 

late 1970s and 1980s (Caplan, Choy, & Whitmore, 1991; Tenhula, 1991). In “The refugee in 

flight: Kinetic models and forms of displacement,” Kunz (1973) differentiates between refugee 

backgrounds by identifying anticipatory refugee movements and acute refugee movements. 

Anticipatory refugees are those who had prior knowledge of impending political problems and 

violence in their countries and were able to flee ahead of time. These individuals are often 

educated and financially secure. The early wave of Cuban refugees who came to the U.S. in the 

1960s, the first wave of Vietnamese refugees, and Eastern European refugees who feared 

persecution during the Cold War all fall into the anticipatory refugee category (MacDonald, 

2004; McBrien, 2005). Acute refugees flee immediate danger in their home countries. Due to the 

                                                           
3 See Chavez (1992) for a detailed discussion of undocumented immigration in the United States. 
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haste of their departure and their social and economic circumstances, they often lack the 

financial and educational advantages of anticipatory refugee groups. Vietnamese “boat people” 

fit into this category (Kunz, 1973) as well as many more recent refugees from Bosnia and many 

countries in Africa (McBrien, 2005). While generalizations are possible for both refugees and 

immigrants, exceptions to these generalizations abound and must be carefully considered.  

 

 

Background Information of Bosnian Muslim Refugees 

 

 

The participants in this study have all come from Bosnia and Herzegovina (commonly 

called Bosnia), a war-torn nation whose history shapes these women’s experiences as refugees 

here in the United States.  Understanding the nature of the ethnically divided war is critical for 

this study of the identity formation of these participants as they navigate American society. In 

addition, knowing common effects of war on refugees may help readers interpret the struggles 

they face adjusting to a new culture and negotiating cultural identity. 

 

Ethnic Groups of the Former Yugoslavia  

Bosnian Muslims, or Bosniaks, were officially recognized as a separate people group 

under socialist Yugoslavia in 1969. Prior to that recognition, both Serbs and Croats had claimed 

historical ties to this group and their territory. Muslims of Bosnia are descended from Christian 

Slavs who converted to Islam under the Ottoman Empire. While Bosnian Muslims have 

officially been known as “Bosniaks” since 1994 (and are sometimes referred to as “Bosniacs” or 

“Muslim Slavs”), no participant in this study ever said any of those terms. I have therefore 

decided to use the “Bosnian Muslim” term following the women in my study. Every participant 

in my study identified herself ethnically as simply “Bosnian.” When pressed for clarification, she 

described herself as ethnically Bosnian Muslim. While the term “Bosnian” is popularly used to 

refer to Bosnian Muslims both by the mainstream press and the Bosnian Muslim community in 

Parksburg, the recently opened Bosnian mosque and cultural center is officially titled the 

Bosniak-American Islamic Center of Parksburg. 



 19

 Serbs are a group of Serbo-Croatian speaking south Slavs who moved into the Balkans in 

the 8
th

 century and have been Orthodox Christian since the 9
th

 century. In the 12
th

 century, the 

Serbs formed a kingdom of Serbia which was defeated by the Ottomans in 1389 at Kosovo.  

Twentieth-century efforts to restore and expand a Serbian state—most notably by Serbian leader 

Slobodan Milosevic—focused on recapturing territory which was Serb prior to the Ottoman 

conquest.  Serbs use the Cyrillic alphabet (used also in Russian) and are culturally tied to Eastern 

Europe. 

 Croats are ethnically south Slavs who speak Serbo-Croatian, like Serbs. However, they 

use Latin script and are primarily Roman Catholic, and are therefore culturally linked more 

closely to Western Europe. Croats and Serbs have been divided historically as well as culturally. 

In World War II, for example, Croats were allied with Axis powers and killed many Serbs (along 

with other ethnic groups), who dominated the Resistance.  

 Other ethnic groups of the former Yugoslavia include Slovenes, Montenegrins, 

Albanians, and Macedonians. For readers of this study, however, recognizing the distinct ethnic 

identities of Bosnian Muslims, Serbs, and Croats is most important. It is also important to note 

that ethnic groups do not reside entirely within particular nation-state boundaries, requiring 

further labels for political and ethnic identification. Labels such as “Bosnian Croat” and 

“Bosnian Serb” refer to both political citizenship and ethnic heritage, respectively. While U.S. 

references often refer to a single “Serbo-Croatian” language (as does the Parksburg public school 

district), Bosnia and Herzegovina claims three official languages: Bosnian, Croatian, and 

Serbian.  

 

War in the Former Yugoslavia 

Conflict in the Balkan Peninsula can be traced back for centuries, and Serbia and Croatia 

each invoked ancient wars and territorial rights in the most recent war. This brief summary only 

addresses twentieth century history and specifically the wars which are sometimes called “Wars 

of Yugoslav Succession” and more specifically the “Bosnian Civil War” or “Bosnian conflict.” 

The Wars of Yugoslav Succession are generally dated as lasting from 1992 to 1999 and include 

the conflicts in Slovenia, Kosovo, and elsewhere in the former Yugoslavia. Major fighting within 

Bosnia and Herzegovina dated from 1992 until 1995. This discussion is limited to war within 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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When the Austro-Hungarian Empire was divided after World War I, Yugoslavia (“Land 

of the South Slavs”) was formed out of the former Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. 

When the Nazis invaded the Balkans, Yugoslavia joined the Axis powers but an anti-Nazi Serb-

led Resistance took over the Yugoslav government. This Yugoslav Resistance movement was 

joined by the Yugoslav Communist party, which was led by Josip Broz—also known as Tito. 

After World War II ended, Yugoslavia consisted of a federation of six republics: Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Serbia, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Slovenia. Tito broke with the Soviet 

Union, which controlled the Eastern Balkans behind the Iron Curtain. Tito governed Yugoslavia 

with his own version of Communism and a vision for a cooperative pan-Slavic nation.  

Under Tito, major cities such as Sarajevo and Mostar were prosperous, cosmopolitan and 

multiethnic. In 1991, before the war began, Bosnia’s 4.4 million citizens were 44 percent 

Bosnian Muslim, 31 percent Serb, and 17 percent Croat. 5.5 percent of the population declared 

themselves “Yugoslavs,” while the remaining 2.5 percent was comprised of Roma (Gypsies), 

Jews, and other minority groups. See Figure 2.5 for a map of the distribution of ethnic groups in 

the former Yugoslavia. After Tito died in 1980, his ideal of a pan-Slavic state in Yugoslavia 

gradually disintegrated along with the Communist system. By the end of the 1980s, power-

seeking leaders, most notably Serbian president Slobodan Milošević, took advantage of the 

vacuum left by Tito and invoked the Serbian conquests of the Middle Ages to stir ethnic strife.  

Since the 7
th

 century, Serbs and Croats had both lived in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the 

territory had been ruled at different times by Serbs, Croats, and Bosnians. These competing 

historical claims came to a head after Bosnia and Herzegovina declared independence from 

Yugoslavia in 1992. The European Community (now the European Union) recognized Bosnia 

and Herzegovina as an independent state following a referendum.  In the ensuing three-sided 

Civil War, both Serbia and Croatia sent troops into Bosnia. Bosnian Croats (aided by Croatia) 

fought alongside the Bosnian government army (which was mainly composed of Bosnian 

Muslims) against the Serbs. Armed groups from Serbia and Croatia each terrorized and burned 

villages of other ethnic groups. Serbia besieged Sarajevo, seized 70 percent of Bosnian territory, 

and terrorized both Bosnian Muslims and Croats by atrocities that came to be known as “ethnic 

cleansing.”  Serbs employed mass murder, mass rape, concentration camps, rape camps, and 

torture against the other groups and especially against Bosnian Muslims. Croats and occasionally 

Bosnian Muslims also engaged in ethnic cleansing. 
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Figure 2.5.  

Ethnic Groups in the Former Yugoslavia 

Source: U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. (1992). Former  

Yugoslavia: A map folio. Retrieved June 15, 2006 from 

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/europe/yugoslav.jpg    
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After months of providing only humanitarian aid, the United Nations sent troops into 

Bosnia, though these were considered largely ineffective. In 1993, Croat forces attacked their 

former Bosnian Muslim allies for control of central Bosnia and the city of Mostar. The United 

Nations set up six “safe areas” where U.N. peacekeeping forces would protect Bosnian Muslims. 

Serbs overtook some of these towns anyway, most notably in 1995 in Srebrenica where 8,000 

Muslim men and boys were massacred and dumped in mass graves. The Srebrenica massacre, 

the worst mass killing in Europe since World War II, was ruled an act of genocide by an 

international criminal tribunal at The Hague.  

The Dayton Peace Accord was finally signed by the three primary warring factions in 

1995. Hostility continued after the Dayton accord, and NATO and later European Union forces 

provided a peacekeeping force which remains in Bosnia as of this writing. Among major figures 

of the war, Serbian leader Slobodan Milošević was charged with genocide in Serbia (among 

other war crimes) but died in prison in 2006 before his trial ended. Bosnian Serbs Radovan 

Karadzic and Ratko Mladic, who were both charged with genocide for their leadership in the 

Srebrenica massacre, have never been captured. 

   The Dayton accord called for “unhindered return” of refugees of all ethnic groups and put 

the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) in charge of the return of all 

refugees and internally displaced persons. At the time of the accord, half of the population of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina were refugees (2.1 million out of a prewar population of 4.4 million). 

By mid-2005, the UNHCR reported that 440,000 refugees and 500,000 internally displaced 

persons had returned. The three-year period from 1992 to 1995 claimed an estimated 200,000 

Bosnian lives. 

 As of June 2006, the former Yugoslavia now consists of six states, as illustrated in Figure 

2.6: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Slovenia, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, and Montenegro (the last 

two of which declared independence from one another in June 2006). Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

which is divided into two separate entities—the Bosniak-Croat Federation and the Serb 

Republic—has a population of nearly 3.5 million which is approximately 44% Serb, 33% 

Bosnian Muslim, and 17% Croat.  Its capital, the formerly multiethnic Sarajevo, is now 90 

percent Bosnian Muslim.    
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  Figure 2.6.  

  Political Map of Bosnia and Herzegovina and Neighboring Countries, 2003 

  Source: Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection, University of Texas Libraries. Retrieved  

  June15, 2006 from http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/europe/central_balkan_pol_2003.jpg  
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Effects of War on Refugees 

Only recently have crimes against civilians, including various forms of torture, been 

recognized and publicized in reports from recent global conflicts.
4
 The United Nations estimates 

that 500,000 torture survivors live in the United States, and that between five and thirty-five 

percent of all refugees are torture survivors (Tracey, 2006). War crimes against women, in 

particular, were rarely reported until recent conflicts, and the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

brought the inherently gendered experience of war to public view for the first time (United 

Nations Development Fund for Women, 2006). In the wars in the Balkans, rape was a widely 

used weapon to advance the goal of ethnic cleansing. A European Community fact-finding team 

estimated that 20,000-50,000 Muslim women from Bosnia and Croatia were raped by members 

of opposing armed groups in the last part of 1992 alone (Women’s Commission for Refugee 

Women and Children, 2001).   

War trauma can be defined as “severe, repeated, and/or prolonged exposure to violent 

events of war” (Center for Victims of Torture, n.d.). While different than torture, war trauma is 

even more common among refugees. War trauma does not result in unique psychological or 

physical effects differentiating it from other forms of trauma. Common effects reported among 

refugees include posttraumatic stress disorder, other symptoms of anxiety, depression, 

psychosomatic symptoms, substance abuse, learning difficulties, and sexual dysfunction 

(particularly as a result of rape) (Tracey, 2006).   

 Although Bosnian Muslim refugees generally have more education, better health and 

nutritional histories, and fewer years languishing in refugee camps than some refugee groups 

from other areas of the world, this does not mean they have been spared from the physical and 

mental traumas of war.  While the American public is generally more aware of the atrocities 

faced by refugees from Iraq, Iran, Rwanda, Somalia, and the Sudan, the director of one of the 

refugee resettlement agencies in Parksburg voiced her opinion that Bosnians had faced as 

                                                           
4 The 1984 United Nations Convention Against Torture defines torture as “any act inflicted by which severe pain or 

suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him 

or a third person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third person has committed or is 

suspected of having committed, or intimidating or coercing him or a third person for any reason based on 

discrimination of any kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at instigation of or with the consent or 

acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an official capacity. It does not include pain or suffering 

arising only from, inherent in or incidental to lawful sanctions.” (United Nations Office of the High Commissioner 

for Human Rights, 1984). 
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difficult experiences, in terms of torture and war trauma, as any of the refugee groups served by 

the agency (Anonymous, personal communication, 2006).   

In resettlement, the very advantages of education and Westernized lifestyle which ease 

transition into life in the United States often mask or even exacerbate struggles related to 

Bosnians’ histories as refugees and war survivors.  A psychologist who heads an advocacy group 

for torture victims in Parksburg reports that Bosnian refugees are among the most difficult clients 

to treat due to these background factors. Bosnian survivors of torture are likely to be high 

functioning in society and not often targeted for treatment of mental and physical problems 

resulting from torture and war trauma. Their high standard of living in Bosnia, their high 

expectations of what social and economic benefits they would be offered upon resettlement, and 

the sharp decline in economic and social class position upon reaching the United States all 

contribute to a deep disappointment that affects the depression commonly caused by post-

traumatic stress. In a city such as Parksburg, in which civilian social service providers are neither 

trained nor prepared to help clients affected by war trauma, “we don’t have a context for torture 

survivors,” reports a therapist who has treated refugee clients (Rhema, 2006).   

 

 

Cultural Identity Construction: Definitions and Review of Literature 

 

 

In order to explain the notion of cultural identity construction, this section provides 

definitions—and supporting literature—for the terms “identity,” “identity construction,” 

“culture,” and “cultural identity.” Interwoven with these definitions are explanations of research 

in related areas that will help readers understand the concept of cultural identity construction. 

These related areas include the dynamic nature of self-identity, the interconnection of language 

and identity, and the influence of schooling on identity construction. Although I explore cultural 

identity specifically in this research project, subsections addressing social identity, ethnic 

identity, and racial identity help explain my focus on cultural identity. 
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Identity 

The concept of identity has been defined in a variety of ways within a wide range of 

disciplines. Norton (1997, p. 410) uses the term “identity” to refer to “how people understand 

their relationship to the world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and 

how people understand their possibilities for the future.”  In reference to second language 

learners specifically, Morgan (1997, p. 431) considers identity to be “a guide with which ESL 

[English as a Second Language] students negotiate their place in a new social order and, if need 

be, challenge it through the meaning-making activities they participate in.” I will use Norton’s 

(1997) definition of identity for this study. 

 

Identity as Multiple and Dynamic 

A description of fundamental understandings of identity must address my assumption that 

identity is not a static entity. While some definitions of identity are rigid and incapable of 

accepting multiple identities (Erikson, 1968), other researchers have posited different stages or 

realms of self-identity. As early as the 1970s, anthropologists George and Louise Spindler 

introduced the concept of the “situated self” and the “enduring self” to explain one’s changing 

sense of identity (Spindler & Spindler, 1987). These categorizations have provided some 

conceptual framework for earlier studies of refugee self-identity (Hones, 1999a).  The Spindlers’ 

categories, and other sequential typologies of identity development (such as Cross, 1991), 

consider identity to be developed in certain stages.   

Other researchers have proposed a more dynamic nature to identity construction;  this 

research project likewise assumes identity to be multiple and constantly constructed, rather than 

developed in stages. West (1995, p. 15) argues that “we all have multiple positions in terms of 

constructing our identities; there’s no such thing as having one identity or of there being one 

essential identity that fundamentally defines who we actually are.” Similarly, Weedon’s (1987) 

poststructural conception of identity considers individuals to be dynamic and contradictory, and 

identity therefore to be multiple rather than unitary. Drawing from research with second 

language learners, Morgan (1997, p. 431) defines identity as “not so much a map of 

experience—a set of fixed coordinates—as it is a guide.” Relating questions of identity directly 

to those dealing with different cultural contexts, Trueba (2004, pp. 87-88) argues that immigrants 

manage to acquire and maintain different identities “that coexist and function without conflict in 
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different contexts simultaneously.” Rather than being a source of internal conflict, Trueba 

reported “no psychological dysfunctionality or cultural conflict” among multiple identities in the 

daily interactions of participants in his study (Trueba, 2004, p. 88). Rather, experimenting with 

different identities is seen as a natural part of the adjustment process within a new culture 

(Ainslie, 1998). Resulting multiple identities may be viewed as “a powerful instrument that 

facilitates adaptation to new sociocultural environments, new roles, and different circumstances” 

(Zou, 2002b, p. 251). For immigrants, assuming different identities “come[s] naturally and 

permit[s] them to function in multiethnic and multicultural environments” (Trueba, 2004, p. 88). 

This assumption of multiple identities is in fact “a significant new cultural capital” allowing 

immigrants to function in varied cultural worlds (Zou, 2002b, p. 251). The value of multiple self-

identities extends beyond the immigrants themselves, as immigrant “contributions to diverse 

cultural production processes became even more complex” and varied (Trueba, 2004, p. 82). The 

concepts of cultural capital and cultural production link the concept of multiple identities to the 

conceptual framework of this project, which will be discussed in depth in a later section. 

Other researchers see troubling effects of immigrants’ construction of multiple cultural 

identities.  Gee (1996) argues that multiple identities may cause conflict within and around 

students, if students feel that society—represented by the school—seeks to co-opt their cultural 

identities. In this case, students may develop a school-related identity which exists in opposition 

to the native, cultural identity supported by family and community contexts. When this occurs 

and one identity is associated with beliefs which inherently devalue another identity held by the 

same student, the student may feel pressure to adopt an oppositional stance toward one of the 

conflicting identities (Monzó, 2002). The relationship of identity and schooling will be discussed 

further in other sections. 

 It is critical to note that researchers, as well as research participants, have multiple 

identities: “Framed by contextual variables, including language, culture, social setting, and 

expectations,” researcher and immigrant participants’ multiple identities “coexist within the 

same time period but become activated in different settings that are distinct and unique” (Zou, 

2002a, p. 196). The roles and identities of the researcher will be discussed more thoroughly in a 

later section. 
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Identity Construction 

Given Norton’s (1997) definition of identity, how is identity formed or constructed? The 

task of negotiating one’s own identity within the social world has been recognized as significant 

for researchers in a variety of disciplines. Cornel West (1995) considers identity construction to 

be “predicated on how you construct desire, and how you conceive of death”: the desire for 

recognition, association, and affiliation, and the realization of death that causes us “to come up 

with a way of endowing ourselves with significance” (pp. 15-16).  Rather than being formed 

entirely within the self, identity is socially constructed through participation in communities of 

practice, argues Wenger (1998). Both social structures and discursive relationships contribute to 

the social construction of identity (Gitlin, Buendía, Crosland, & Doumbia, 2003). As major 

social and cultural transitions cause individuals to reflect upon and reevaluate their sense of self, 

I will refer to identity as being constructed rather than formed, thereby signifying a progressive, 

dynamic process rather than a singular event. 

Since this study focuses on adolescents, it is important to clarify that identity construction 

is a natural and necessary task for all adolescence regardless of cultural group identification or 

immigration status. Erikson (1980) described the formation of identity as a primary 

developmental task of adolescence, during which individuals are concerned with how they define 

themselves and how others view them in the present and into adulthood.  This study will focus 

on the cultural identity construction process in light of the particular experiences of Bosnian 

refugee women and does not delve into comparisons of the identity construction experiences of 

other adolescents. 

 

Culture 

A definition of cultural identity first requires a definition of culture. A classic 

anthropological definition of culture is a system of publicly observable symbols (Geertz, 1973). 

In Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds, Holland et. al. describe culture as people’s everyday 

practice influenced by shared knowledge (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998). Evoking 

the importance of language to culture, sociologist Charles Lemert (1995, p. 174) calls culture the 

“code of practical instructions whereby members are given permission to talk meaningfully 

about some things while ignoring others.” Duff and Uchida (1997), who have studied the 

relationship between language and culture, consider culture to comprise implicit assumptions and 
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negotiated relationships as well as explicit knowledge. I will use the definition of culture offered 

by educational anthropologist Bradley A. U. Levinson (2000, p. 4), who includes the importance 

of identity in describing culture as the “symbolic meanings expressed through language, dress, 

and other means, by which people in a society attempt to communicate with and understand 

themselves, each other, and the world around them.” 

 

Cultural Identity 

The inextricable connection between culture and identity is evidenced by the above 

definitions of culture.  In using the term “cultural identity,” I have chosen to follow Norton’s 

(1997, p. 420) definition of cultural identity as “the relationship between individuals and 

members of a group who share a common history, a common language, and similar ways of 

understanding the world.” Cultural identity cannot be separated from issues of language, argue 

Schecter and Bayley (1997). In studying the language socialization processes of Mexican-

American families in the United States, they found that participant families all considered the 

Spanish language to play a significant role in the formation of their cultural identity. Language is 

discussed in a separate section below. 

 

Social Identity   

Social identity is defined in the field of social psychology as “that part of the self-concept 

that derives from group membership”; in other words, one’s social identity is “a definition of 

who one is and a description and evaluation of what this entails” (Hogg, 1995, p. 556). In 

describing the relationship between individuals and the social world surrounding them, social 

identity theory is based on the assumption that society is structured unequally into a hierarchy of 

different social groups that hold different amounts of power and status.  These social categories 

in turn give each member a social identity, which is different than personal identity in that it is 

related to group processes and intergroup relations (Hogg, 1995).  Individuals may undergo 

processes of “identity enhancement” or “identity negation” depending on their desire to associate 

with or dissociate from an identity they have been given (Deaux & Ethier, 1998). The social 

identity theory referenced in social psychology does not, however, sufficiently acknowledge the 

significance or variance in culture and language which affect social relations and, consequently, 
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an individual’s sense of self.  For that reason, this study refers to “cultural identity,” as explained 

later in this section. 

 

Ethnic Identity and Racial Identity   

In reviewing various definitions of identity across disciplines, the body of research 

concerning both ethnic identity and racial identity should also be mentioned. The term 

“ethnicity” has been defined in a number of ways (see Torres & Ngin, 1995). Yinger (1994, p. 3) 

defines ethnicity as a segment of society “whose members are thought, by themselves and/or 

others, to have a common origin and to share important segments of a common culture.” This 

definition and categorization is criticized by other scholars as problematic, however.
5
 

Drzewiecka (2001, p. 241) considers ethnicity to provide a sense of self and a sense of place in 

society, but says that “the meanings of ethnicity as an identity category are not homogeneous” 

but are constantly redefined by different groups. According to Aboud and Doyle (1993, p. 47), 

ethnic identity “refers both to the perceptual/cognitive processes that connect oneself to others of 

the same ethnic group, and to the affective or attitudinal processes that join one to others.” 

Phinney, whose work is central to literature of ethnic identity, writes that the process of ethnic 

identity formation is “the way in which individuals come to understand the implications of their 

ethnicity and make decisions about its role in their lives, regardless of the extent of their ethnic 

involvement” (1993, p. 64).  

Some of the research on ethnic identity, such as Phinney’s work, has assumed or 

incorporated “racial” identity as part of ethnic identity. Other scholars differentiate between the 

two terms. Helms (1990, p. 3) describes racial identity as “a sense of group or collective identity 

based on one’s perception that he or she shares a common racial heritage with a particular racial 

group.” Racial identity development theory involves “belief systems that evolve in reaction to 

perceived differential racial-group membership,” according to Helms (1990, p. 3). The 

interaction of race and ethnicity for immigrant identity is discussed in further detail below. 

Models of ethnic and racial identity development have been applied to different minority 

ethnic groups within U.S. society (Wijeyesinghe & Jackson, 2001; Harris, Blue, & Griffith, 

1995; Bernal & Knight, 1993). These models and theories are generally developed in reference 

                                                           
5 Torres and Ngin (1995) introduce critiques of the concept of “ethnicity” and propose alternate concepts, including 

“ethnicity-in-itself” and “ethnicity-for-itself.” Their discussion, which also includes the phenomenon of 

racialization, is beyond the scope of the present paper. 
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to majority and minority group relations within a domestic context, rather than by taking into 

account the specific needs of immigrants and refugees from non-U.S. cultures (Smith, 1991). 

Some of this research (such as Miville, Koonce, Darlington, and Whitlock, 2000) has suggested 

that individual’s sense of self is more closely related to racial identity, or more closely related to 

cultural identity, due to the salience of their race or culture as “Other” in U.S. society.  In the 

study cited above, however, researchers studied only racial identity factors with African-

American participants, and studied only cultural identity factors with Mexican-American 

students.  Differences between and definitions of “racial” or “cultural” identity were therefore 

assumed by the researchers in the research design.  In other words, researchers determined the 

group identity of ethnic Mexican Americans to be due to “Hispanic culture” rather than 

“Hispanic race.”  Such assumptions in research dangerously assign salience to “race” or 

“culture”—which are themselves concepts defined and constructed differently in different social 

settings (Miles, 1989; Gates, 1986)—without discovering which aspects of identity are in fact 

more significant to the study participants themselves. 

Discussion of ethnic and racial identity should address “White” racial identity, especially 

as Bosnian Muslims are recognized as White by white Americans due to their skin color and 

European facial features. Unlike the construction of other racial and ethnic identities in the 

United States, Whiteness has often been socially constructed in terms of what it is not 

(Chubbuck, 2004). White racial identity has been constructed as the norm within the United 

States and has become a meaningful identity category when compared to other groups (Apple, 

1998; Winant, 1997). A central element of Whiteness is its connection to “institutionalized 

power and privileges that benefit White Americans” (Chubbuck, 2004, p. 303). This social 

reality, which I will refer to as “White privilege” (Hytten & Adkins, 2001), is discussed in the 

findings of the study. 

Some research on the specific experiences of immigrants has studied ethnicity and the 

construction of ethnic identity. Some researchers of immigration to the United States discuss 

ethnic identity in terms of the perceptions of ethnicity and ideologies of race held by mainstream 

American culture. In Ethnicities: Children of Immigrants in America (2001), Rumbaut and 

Portes discuss “ethnogenesis,” which they define as “the construction and evolution of American 

ethnicity” (p. 4).  They describe American ethnicities as having been formed over time through 

the processes of immigration, enslavement, territory annexation, and conquest.  As explained 
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below, this definition of ethnicity as being primarily formed after arrival to the United States 

may not be consistent with the significance and history of ethnicity as described by Bosnian 

Muslim refugees. 

In using the terms “ethnic identity” and “racial identity” in this study, I am aware that 

these terms do not always have salience in the lives of refugees. In other cases, they represent far 

more significant categories than Americans generally realize.  For example, Rwandan refugees 

resettled in the American South may face identity issues that include yet transcend questions of 

ethnicity or race.  While many Americans may identify these individuals as African-American, 

the refugees may view their own race or ethnicity as the tribal group to which they belong (i.e., 

Hutu or Tutsi). (This phenomenon of racialization will be discussed in detail in a later section.) 

Within the Rwandan conceptualization of race and ethnicity, skin color is not a salient feature. 

These Rwandans may not identify ethnically with African-Americans, while African-Americans 

in turn may not identify socially with Rwandan refugees in the same way as they would with 

other African-Americans.   

In the Bosnian context, ethnicity within Bosnian society is highly significant, due to the 

salience of ethnicity in the political rhetoric surrounding the breakup of Yugoslavia and the 

atrocities committed in the name of “ethnic cleansing.” Therefore, Rumbaut and Portes’ 

“ethnogenesis” among immigrants after arrival to the United States does not seem applicable to 

the Bosnian context, just as it does not describe ethnic identity among Rwandan refugees.  

Although Bosnian Muslim, or Bosniak, ethnicity is sometimes categorized under the general title 

“Slav” and the Parksburg school system categorizes all languages and dialects spoken in the 

former Yugoslavia as “Serbo-Croatian,” participants of this study are likely to consider Bosnian 

Muslim ethnic identity to be far more specific—and far more crucial to their cultural identity—

than any pan-Slavic or pan-Yugoslav label would indicate. 

Ethnic and racial identity development research based entirely on U.S. experience 

(including such classic works as Cross (1991) and Jackson (1976)) does not reflect the 

complexity of ethnic and racial identity in international and intercultural contexts. For this 

reason, neither ethnic identity nor racial identity alone is adequate to describe the facets of 

identity which may be significant to immigrants and refugees. Cultural identity is therefore also 

important to consider and is highly relevant to the present study. 
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Religious Identity   

As conceptions of ethnic identity and racial identity held by other cultures may differ 

from common U.S. conceptions and definitions, so also does the conception of religious identity 

differ among cultures. In cultures in which identification with a particular religion is seen as 

tantamount to identification with one’s ethnic group, religious identity and cultural identity are 

very closely linked (Milligan, 2003). In such cultures, adherence to a religious identity may be 

seen as an integral part of belonging to a cultural or ethnic group. In the case of Bosnian 

Muslims, for example, religious identity and ethnic identity are both so central to cultural 

identification that they comprise the name by which the cultural group is known (at least until the 

name “Bosniak” was adopted in 1994). Even when religious and cultural identity are closely 

associated, though, they are not identical or interchangeable. While a statement of religious 

identity may indicate a particular ethnic heritage for some cultural groups, on another level it 

serves as a “broad marker of cultural affiliation” that reflects an identification with a larger 

religious community that extends beyond one’s ethnic group to other religious adherents from 

around the world (Milligan, 2003, p. 474). Therefore, Bosnian Muslims are connected with Arab 

Muslims through religious identification, though their cultural identities differ in many other 

ways.   

This connection of religious identity to other identity markers is also significant because 

identification with a religious group does not necessarily equate with religious practice or even 

religious belief. While a statement of religious identity may reflect devout religious observance, 

in other instances it may serve primarily as another marker by which social groups are affiliated 

or distanced from one another (Hogg, 1995). 

One reason religious identity is a significant factor in this study is the negative stigma 

many Americans have toward Muslims due to associations with terrorism (McBrien, 2005). 

When religious identity—and the interconnected cultural identity—is the subject of stereotypes 

and discrimination, adjustment to a new culture can be affected (Mosselson, 2002; McBrien, 

2005). 

 

Language 
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As I argue through the literature that identity and language are strongly interconnected, a 

clear definition of language becomes necessary as well. Following Heller (1987), I consider 

language not to be a neutral means of communication, but rather a powerful conveyor of social 

meaning and a source of social power.  This definition of language is based on the philosophy 

that language allows individuals to negotiate their sense of self—their identity—through using 

language in different social contexts. In this way, language is the means by which individuals are 

allowed or denied access to social relations through the opportunity to speak.  Language is 

therefore political by nature. Heller’s definition complements Bourdieu (1977b), who also views 

identity as related to social power. Understanding this concept helps elucidate current debates 

about language pedagogy in U.S. education, which reflect deeply held ideologies of language, 

identity, Americanization, and immigration in general (Beck & Allexsaht-Snider, 2001; Platt, 

Harper, & Mendoza, 2003). Leung, Harris, and Rampton (1997) have studied the relationship 

between ethnic identity and language in the context of second language learning in a postcolonial 

society. 

 

Identity Construction and the School 

The relationship of student identity construction and the institution of schooling is central 

to this research project. Indeed, how students construct a sense of identity through—and in 

opposition to—the context of schooling has been the subject of much research focusing on class, 

race, gender, and school achievement (McQuillan, 1998; Herr & Anderson, 1997; Davidson, 

1996; Willis, 1981; among others). Despite the diversity among these two decades of studies, 

they commonly attribute to schooling a significant influence on children’s sense of identity. 

Among immigrant children, in particular, studies have connected schooling with students’ 

identity construction as members of U.S. society (Valenzuela, 1999; Nieto, 1996; Suárez-

Orozco, 1987). The role of the school in cultural reproduction, and negotiation of identity in light 

of cultural reproduction, will both be addressed in the Conceptual Framework section. 

 

 

Research on Refugee Adjustment: Cultural Identity and Biculturalism 
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Few studies have specifically addressed cultural identity construction and the refugee 

experience.  However, some previous research on the refugee experience has addressed the 

changing sense of self—identity issues faced by refugees resettled in the United States.  Since 

the refugee and immigrant experience share many common features, as explained previously, 

research on cultural adjustment and cultural identity construction conducted with immigrants is 

included in this section, as well. Because schooling is a social and political process (Bourdieu, 

1986), it is necessary for a researcher to understand the social and political context surrounding 

refugees in school before undertaking research with a refugee population.  This section therefore 

also includes social phenomena which have been shown in previous studies to affect the cultural 

identity construction of refugees and immigrants. 

 

“Adjustment” 

Throughout this project, I use the term “adjustment” to refer to the process by which 

refugees negotiate the myriad of changes necessary to life in the United States. Various terms 

have been used by sociologists to describe the ideologies behind adjustment and different 

possible stages of the adjustment period for refugees and immigrants. They include the 

following: assimilation (Fernández Kelly & Schauffler, 1996; Espiritu & Wolf, 2001), 

readjustment (Ben-Sira, 1997), adaptation (Hirschman, 1996), acculturation (Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001; Zhou, 2001; Ainslie, 2002), accommodation (Gibson, 1988), integration (Pitkänen, 

Kalekin-Fishman, & Verma, 2002), resistance (Olmedo, 2003), and rejection. These terms, some 

of which reflect conflicting ideologies about the nature of immigration and culture, are also used 

to label possible final outcomes of the adjustment process, as well as to describe refugee 

experiences with American education. Space does not permit a discussion of the ideologies 

behind these terms.
6
  I agree with Zou’s (2002a, p. 197) assertion that “acculturation and 

assimilation are too simplistic, often contradicted by ongoing research and the reality of social 

and economic enclaves of bilingual/bicultural immigrants in Europe and the United States.” For 

this reason, I will use the more neutral term “adjustment” in this research project to describe the 

process by which refugees become more accustomed to life in the United States.   

                                                           
6 See Yetman (1999) for an overview of the assimilationist model of immigration, Alba and Nee (2003) for a 

detailed discussion of assimilation and the term’s significance in U.S. immigration history, and Monzó and Rueda 

(2002) for a sociocultural analysis of acculturation. Olmedo (2003) and Ogbu & Simons (1998) provide an 

introduction to the discourse of “accommodation without assimilation” in the education of minorities and 

immigrants. 
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Although “adjustment” serves as an adequate term to describe the general process 

undergone by refugees after arrival, I will briefly introduce two other theoretical models of 

cultural adjustment which provide valuable insights into the experiences of the participants in 

this study. The first is Portes and Zhou’s “segmented assimilation theory” (1993; in Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001) which proposes three possible patterns of adjustment for immigrants and 

refugees. The first pattern is the “straight line theory” of upward mobility, which parallels the 

term “assimilation” as immigrants enter White mainstream U.S. society. The second involves a 

combination of upward mobility and ethnic solidarity, by which immigrant enclaves help 

promote the establishment of successful economic structures which help the immigrant groups 

succeed. This is similar to the term “additive assimilation.” The third possible pattern is 

“assimilation into poverty,” a downward cycle by which immigrants become marginalized both 

from their home cultures and the mainstream culture. Other researchers call this process 

“subtractive acculturation” or “marginalization.” Immigrants who follow the first pattern have 

historically been White, while those in the second category have generally received government 

and social support for establishing enclaves. Those who fall into the third category, who are 

often racial minorities in the U.S., are often those who have not received government support or 

acknowledgement as refugees or immigrants and have therefore often settled in high-poverty, 

high-crime areas with little educational opportunity for their children (McBrien, 1995).  

Another useful frame for describing patterns of adjustment comes from the field of cross-

cultural psychology. Rather than focusing on economic structures or immigrant-group-level 

processes, as in segmented assimilation theory, Berry and Sam (1997) look at individual 

responses to moving to a new culture by identifying four common scenarios that commonly arise 

in the case of moving to or introducing a second culture. Their definitions of the often-used 

terms lend themselves to discussion of cultural identity construction. In the first of four 

scenarios, assimilation, the original culture is lost in favor of the new culture if the individual 

associates primarily with members of the new culture and devalues the original culture. 

Conversely, separation can occur if the individual clings to the original culture and rejects the 

new culture and socializes only with members of the original culture. When cultural identity 

construction and cultural competence is not fully achieved in either culture, the result is 

marginalization from both cultures. A final option is the integration of two cultures, by which an 
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individual constructs a bicultural identity allowing him or her to function well in either cultural 

world. This final option, also known as biculturalism, involves the ability to move between 

cultures regularly and comfortably according to the social situation. Bicultural identity is 

explored further below.   

 

Bicultural Identity Formation 

How is cultural identity constructed among individuals who move across two separate 

cultural worlds? LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton (1993, p. 399) claim that “it is possible for 

an individual to have a sense of belonging in two cultures without compromising his or her sense 

of cultural identity.”  This achievement of bicultural competence is labeled as “acculturation,” 

“additive assimilation,” “transculturalism,” or “cultural integration” by other researchers 

(McBrien, 2005, p. 331).  

While bicultural identities can be constructed to allow movement across cultural worlds, 

moving across cultures can cause stress and conflict and bicultural individuals must process 

conflicting cultural demands and expectations (Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002).  

Some researchers on bicultural identity suggest that having a strong identity connection to a 

culture—even if it is to the home culture—can help immigrants become bicultural because the 

feeling of belonging to a culture and peer group helps individuals feel psychologically grounded 

and willing to explore a second culture as well (LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993). In a 

study of adolescent Japanese immigrants, Yeh, Okubo, Li, and Greene (2003, n. p.) identified a 

“fluid identity” and “multidimensionality and malleability of self” as elements that allow 

bicultural individuals to maintain cultural identity and relationships across different cultural 

contexts.  Other studies of bicultural identity construction include Vyas’ (2002) exploration of 

Asian-American bicultural identity through literature, Kanno’s (2003) research on Japanese 

bilinguals and biculturals, and Garrett’s (1996) narrative life history study of Native American 

bicultural identity construction. Darder’s (1995) edited volume provides critical perspectives on 

the bicultural experience in the United States. 

The act of negotiating a bicultural identity has been called the “cultural frame switching 

effect” in the field of psychology (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martínez, 2000). According to 

the cultural frame switching effect, bicultural individuals switch the cultural rules under which 

they operate when they are faced with a culturally significant stimulus (such as a conversation 
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with a peer in the language of one culture, or the exposure to a social situation of another 

culture). Some researchers studying the cultural frame switching have even proposed that 

bilingual individuals actually have two personalities that “switch” on or off depending on the 

language and culture they are using and surrounded by at a given time (Ramírez-Esparza, N., 

Gosling, S. D., Benet-Martínez, V., Potter, J. P., & Pennebaker, J. W., 2004).  

While some bicultural individuals have constructed “compatible” cultural identities by 

which they access both cultural frames of reference with ease, other individuals’ bicultural 

identities can be described as “oppositional” because they tend to react to being in one cultural 

situation by comparing it with their other cultural identity (Benet-Martínez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 

2002). Bicultural individuals whose identities are oppositional and not integrated still identify 

with both cultures. At the same time, “they are highly aware of the discrepancies between the 

mainstream and ethnic cultures and see these discrepancies as a source of internal conflict”; as a 

result, they dissociate the two parts of their identities and function as “either ethnic or 

mainstream” but not both at the same time (Benet-Martínez et al, 2002, n. p.).  While the 

theoretical basis of cultural frame switching and its underlying stimulus-response mechanism are 

more deterministic than the conceptual underpinnings of my own study, the distinction drawn 

between compatible and oppositional bicultural identities provides a useful insight into the 

complexity of the bicultural experience. 

 

Racialization 

The phenomena of racialization and linguicism both significantly affect refugees’ cultural 

identity construction in the United States. Both these terms deserve explanation and a description 

of their relevance to cultural identity construction among refugees. One of the most pervasive 

and immediately noticeable ways in which newcomers are received by mainstream American 

society is through racialization—the essentializing of people into popularly accepted racial and 

ethnic categories.
7
 This process reifies the concept of race as “a fundamental organizing principle 

of social relationship” rather than as a social construct grounded in class relations, as some 

critical sociologists would argue (Omi and Winant, 1986, p. 66, quoted in Torres & Ngin, 1995,  

p. 62). This social phenomenon affects both refugees and immigrants and has been well studied,  

 

                                                           
7 See Torres and Ngin (1995) for a history and analysis of both the term and the phenomenon of “racialization.” 
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though it cannot be treated justly here due to space limitations.
8
  

One of the ironies of this racial essentialism is that ethnic and racial differences that are 

most real to the immigrants and refugees themselves are often erased in the popular American 

mindset. For example, refugees’ identity may be equated with that of a group with which they 

have traditionally conflicted. This phenomenon can cause a multitude of difficulties, as 

interethnic conflict is a primary factor in the violence causing people to become refugees in the 

first place. (Consider recent conflicts in Rwanda, the Balkans, Sudan, and Somalia, for example, 

all of which have led to refugees of numerous ethnic groups fleeing to the U.S.) The experience 

of recent Somali and Somali Bantu refugees illustrates this point, as Somali Bantu have 

traditionally been oppressed by ethnic Somalis, yet upon arrival of Bantu in the United States, 

Somalis have been called upon to translate for and aid the transition of the Bantu (Van Lehman 

& Eno, 2004; Bixler, 2003).  Among immigrants, the experience of racialization differs for 

Latinos based on both their national background and skin color; this difference affects both 

Latino refugees and immigrants (Torres & Ngin, 1995; Rong & Preissle, 1998).  

The phenomenon of racialization relates to identity struggles, as newcomers are seen by 

mainstream Americans differently than they have ever seen themselves. “The social attribution 

of many immigrant children conflicts with their personal sense of self,” write Rong and Preissle 

(1998, p. 83), referring to the discontinuity between how children see themselves and how they 

are viewed by others. This conflict can have far-reaching effects: “In experiencing this 

discontinuity, immigrant children encounter a series of identity transformations—racial and 

ethnic identity reconstructions—beyond their control or that of their families” (p. 83).  Phinney 

(1990) and Rumbaut (1996) provide detailed reviews of research on the role of ethnicity in 

identity construction.   

 

Linguicism   

Bias against other languages has been termed linguicism (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988). This 

bias can extend into linguistic imperialism in a nation with a dominant language and politically 

motivated divisions concerning language (Phillipson, 1988).  In the United States, linguicism—

                                                           
8 See Waters (1996), Seller & Weis (1997), Johnson (1998), Lai (1992), Betances (1992), Rong & Preissle (1998), 

Suárez-Orozco & Páez (2002), Sándor (1996), Mann & Zatz (1998), Peshkin (1991), Clark (2000), and Kasinitz, 

Battle, & Miyares (2001), among others, who speak in more depth about the practice and process of racialization 

among immigrants and refugees to the United States. 
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which is often closely linked to racism—involves the equation of English with things 

“American” and is therefore threatened by the prevalence of another language (Beck & 

Allexsaht-Snider, 2001).  

Linguicism may affect both refugees and immigrants in several ways, including the sense 

of identity.  Language is more than a tool of communication or door to opportunity for 

immigrants and refugees in the United States. It is also an integral part of identity (Peirce, 1995).  

Zentella (2002, p. 321) describes language as “the medium through which all culture is learned 

and transmitted.” As such, language is perhaps the most significant sign—to mainstream 

Americans, at least—of adjustment to American life: “In the eyes of the American public, 

proficiency in English is the first step to successful immigrant adaptation to American society 

and an important part of ‘becoming American’”(Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 108.)  Language is 

such an obvious concern of educators toward immigrant and refugee children that school systems 

often overlook other needs of both groups. “For most policymakers,” claim Rong and Preissle 

(1998, p. 15), “immigrant education policy is essentially English language acquisition policy.” 

They cite McDonnell and Hill’s (1993) study in which “every state policymaker they 

interviewed, regardless of role, position, or political ideology, equated the two” (cited in Rong & 

Preissle, 1998, p. 15). Historical analysis of English language education policy for immigrants in 

the United States has been described as a policy of forced assimilation demonstrating conflict 

between dominant and subordinate cultural groups (Ochoa, 1995).  

One’s sense of identity can be threatened when one’s language is threatened due to either 

hostility from mainstream society or from potential language loss.  Language also serves as an 

identifier of cultural and ethnic identity, which explains why the prospect of native language loss 

among the children of immigrants and refugees is of serious concern to many families.
9
  The 

interconnectedness of identity and language affects both immigrants and refugees. For example, 

Ibrahim (1999) showed how young French-speaking African immigrants and refugees in Canada 

were racialized by the mainstream society, and how their changing perceptions of their own 

racial and cultural identities affected the ways in which they learned English and even the type of 

English they learned.  The centrality of language learning to cultural identity construction, and 

the reality of linguicism described above, are supported by Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of linguistic 

                                                           
9 Souza (2000) analyzes the roles of both schools and families in immigrant children’s language learning and 

maintenance, while Farah (2000) provides a case study of the benefits of bilingual language learning and 

maintenance for Somali refugee children. 
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capital as a type of cultural capital, which will be introduced in the second literature review 

section. 

 

Change and Loss of Cultural Identity 

Language issues, as well as other struggles with adjustment, relate to identity and 

certainly affect the experience of refugees in schools.  In reviewing studies of the educational 

needs of refugee children in Great Britain, Jones (1998) reports that children who had come to 

Britain unaccompanied frequently required support in areas beyond academic issues, including 

areas of health, housing, and legal status.  While schools with large numbers of refugee pupils 

“had frequently built up an ad hoc expertise in giving such advice and support,” the provision of 

these services was “seldom systematic” (p. 178). 

As previously mentioned, the presence of racialization and linguicism affects not only 

refugees and immigrants’ perception and reception by mainstream Americans, but commonly 

influences their perception of themselves as members of this new society. Intertwined with the 

process of adjustment for both immigrants and refugees is the struggle with a changing sense of 

identity.  This is often related to a threatened loss of culture, language, and other elements central 

to one’s sense of self (Trueba, 2004). The loss of so much that is known and familiar has been 

compared to grief in many ways, though it involves its own combination of continuity and 

change for the immigrant or refugee. This loss is explored further by Falicov (2002), who 

examines its effect on the sense of identity among Latino immigrants. Ritivoi (2002) provides a 

detailed analysis of the interplay between cultural adjustment and the changing sense of identity 

for immigrants.  

The struggle with a sense of change in one’s identity may also involve a loss of 

professional identity—especially for refugees, some of whom held positions of power and 

leadership in their home communities and did not choose to forfeit those roles.  For example, the 

parents of one study participant had worked as a professor and an attorney in the former 

Yugoslavia before fleeing before the war. Their first jobs in the United States were low-wage 

service and manufacturing positions.  

A changing sense of identity may arise from a refugee’s changing role in the family in 

addition to changing professional roles. One manifestation of role changes may be children 

becoming translators and cultural brokers for their parents, thereby reversing power roles within 
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the family.
10

  In addition, the adult who was the primary economic support for the family in the 

home culture may no longer play the role of breadwinner, while other members of the family, 

such as wives or older children, may be primary wage earners in the U.S. (Haines, 1996). For 

example, in Vietnamese refugee families, “role reversals between husband and wife, between 

parents and children, and between children and other adult family members” are common (Zhou 

& Bankston, 1998, p. 85). This role reversal “confront[s] husbands with a loss in function and a 

threat to their authority” in addition to creating more work for women who shoulder work 

burdens in and out of the home (Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 86).  Family scenarios raise broader 

issues of gender roles and relations among refugees.
11

  

Struggles with identity in the family context extend to the well-documented difficulties of 

adult immigrants and refugees feeling more tied to their home culture and language than do their 

children (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).
12

  Family concerns about children losing their 

parents’ cultural heritage and values often extend to worries about the influence of American 

culture on youth; conversely, immigrant and refugee children’s identity development is affected 

by their peers and by popular culture as well as by their family influences (Flores-González, 

2002). Personal spiritual crises related to the sense of self-identity are also common among both 

refugees and immigrants (Hones & Cha, 1999).   

While neighbors and friends play a role in “supportive networks” for immigrants and 

refugees, family unity and interdependence is of greater importance to cultural identity (Sánchez-

Ayéndez, 1992, p. 238). Even when refugee families have been fragmented by family deaths and 

the disruption of exodus by the time they reach the U.S., refugees who arrive as 

multigenerational families are generally able to adjust more quickly and successfully to 

American life than those who come alone. A study of Vietnamese refugees found that “young 

children or adolescents who had been separated from parents and other family members 

experienced more serious psychological problems than those in intact families or with relatives” 

                                                           
10 Valdes (2003) provides an expanded discussion of children’s roles as translators in immigrant families, through 

considering the giftedness of children who are able to serve as mediators through translation. 
11 Research focusing on gender issues among immigrants and refugees have emerged in recent years from the fields 

of gender studies, history (Weinberg, 1992), sociology (Simon, 1992), anthropology (Brettell & deBerjeois, 1992), 

development studies, and education, among other disciplines. Although space does not allow an overview of 

research on women’s experiences with immigration, see Kibria (1994) and Martin (1991) for examples of work 

focusing specifically on refugee women. For examples of research on immigrant women’s experiences, see García 

(2004) and Hondagneu-Sotelo (1994). See Spivak (2000) for an analysis of gender issues among transnationals. 
12 See Stepick, Stepick, Eugene, Teed, & Labissiere (2001) for one example of research on these common 

intergenerational identity conflicts. 
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(cited in Zhou & Bankston, 1998, p. 30).  Preliminary interviews with potential study 

participants revealed that some children had been separated from their mothers for several years 

in different refugee camps; family dynamics and family members’ self-identities had been 

altered dramatically due to this extended separation. 

 

Identity is informed to a great extent by the community as well as the family; this is the 

case among both refugee and immigrant families.  “Both the family and the community furnish a 

sense of belonging and the basis for a positive self-identity,” according to Haines (1996).  For 

both immigrants and refugees, the formation of an ethnic community plays a key role in the 

process of adjustment (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996). The local communities formed by immigrants 

or refugees in the United States typically serve social, political, and economic purposes (Zhou & 

Bankston, 1998). Large communities commonly create enclaves which encourage the formation 

of ethnic businesses and in which families who have pooled their salaries can support ethnic 

economic efforts.  These enclaves have been formed by immigrant and refugee ethnic groups 

throughout American history (Flores, 2002; Pérez, 2001; Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Portes & 

Stepick, 1993) and may be rather diverse. For example, the Iranian refugee community of Los 

Angeles is composed of Muslims, Baha’is, Christians, and Jews (Haines, 1996).  Also 

exemplified by Los Angeles immigrant economies are multiethnic enclaves in which Chinese, 

Vietnamese, and diverse groups of Latinos provide different elements of a vibrant ethnic 

economy.  

As refugees typically have more family disruptions, they also struggle to recreate a larger 

community (Haines, 1996). Since resettlement in an entirely new country was often unplanned 

for many refugees, these newcomers are often without the kin-based and community-based 

resources on which they are accustomed to relying (Zhou & Bankston, 1998). For refugees 

whose families have been fragmented through death or separation, local communities may play 

an additional familial support role; on the other hand, the trauma from which refugees have come 

sometimes slows the formation of mutually supportive communities, due to a lack of trust among 

refugees (Tenhula, 1991). While few other locations in the United States are as diverse as Los 

Angeles, described above, the formation of community is clearly a significant aspect of the 

process of adjustment and identity construction for refugees. 
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Summary of Literature Review of Refugee Cultural Identity Construction 

 

 

This first chapter of the literature review has tied together definitions, background 

information and prior research in several areas in order to present the foundations of this study.  

Separate sections identified the characteristics of refugees and discussed the diverse experiences 

of refugees in the United States. Background information about Bosnian refugees in the United 

States was presented in the third section. A fourth section provided definitions and literature 

related to cultural identity construction. The final section highlighted research on cultural 

identity construction of refugees. Chapter Three will review the literature informing the 

conceptual framework for the study. 
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Table 2.1. Refugee Arrivals into the United States by Region and Country of Chargeability, Fiscal Years 1990-2005 
Twenty countries with the highest totals for this time period, arranged in order of total refugee arrivals 

Sources: Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2005). Yearbook of immigration statistics: 2004. Retrieved November 13, 

2005 from http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk04RA.htm; Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. 

(2006). Yearbook of immigration statistics: 2005. Retrieved July 15, 2006 from http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk05RA.htm 

 

 Total 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Soviet Union
  3 

  359,054 50716 38661 61298 48627 43470 35716 29536 27072 23349 194 282 133 D - -  

Vietnam   235,428 27378 27958 26690 31219 34248 32244 16130 6660 10288 9622 2841 2730 3081 1356 974 2009 

Bosnia-
Herzegovina 

  143,756 X X - 1887 7088 9870 12030 21357 30906 22699 19033 14593 3463 525 244 61 

Somalia      66,226 25 192 1570 2753 3555 2506 6436 4974 2951 4320 6026 4951 238 1993 13331 10405 

Laos      60,048 8771 9250 7315 6967 6272 3675 2201 939 - 19 64 22 18 13 6005 8517 

Cuba      51,959 4753 3933 3720 3065 2670 6133 3498 2911 1587 2018 3184 2944 1925 303 2959 6356 

Ukraine     39,810 X X NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 8649 7334 7172 5219 5065 3482 2889 

Iran      36,337 3329 2692 1949 1161 851 978 1256 1305 1699 1750 5145 6590 1525 2471 1787 1849 

Iraq      32,649 67 842 3442 4605 4984 3482 2528 2679 1407 1955 3158 2473 465 298 66 198 

Liberia      27,523 3 D 637 961 610 52 46 231 1494 2495 2620 3429 559 2957 7140 4289 

Sudan      26,342 7 24 113 244 1220 1705 575 277 1252 2393 3833 5959 895 2140 3500 2205 

Ethiopia     25,080 3228 3948 2972 2765 328 239 194 197 152 1873 1347 1429 329 1704 2710 1665 

Russia     23,485 X X NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 4386 3723 4454 2100 1394 1446 5982 

Serbia and 
Montenegro 

2 
    18,856 6 - - - - - - 3 - 14280 524 153 1860 1839 151 40 

Afghanistan      15,775 1594 1480 1452 1233 21 D - - D 365 1709 2930 1677 1453 959 902 

Romania       9,930 3650 4452 1499 215 67 24 16 3 - D 4 - - - -  

Moldova      7,623 X X NA NA NA NA NA NA NA 1035 1056 1168 1021 616 1711 1016 

Sierra Leone      7,568 - - - - - 48 13 57 176 675 1128 2004 176 1378 1084 829 

Haiti      6,919 - - 54 1307 3766 1485 39 75 - 91 49 24 4 - 17 8 

Croatia      6,059 X X - - - - - - - 1660 2995 1020 109 144 92 39 

NOTE: Prior to 1996, refugee arrival data were derived from the Nonimmigrant Information System of the Immigration and Naturalization Service. Beginning in fiscal year 1996, arrival 
data for all years are from the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration of the Department of State. Any comparison of refugee arrival data prior to 1996 must be made with 
caution. Arrivals may be higher than approvals because of the arrivals of persons approved in prior years. 
 
- = Represents zero.  D = Disclosure standards not met. NA = Not available. 
2 = Yugoslavia (unknown republic) prior to February 7, 2003. 
3 = Data are for unknown republics only. For the former Soviet Union, data are not available for independent republics prior to 1999. The Department of State includes Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania with the republics of the former Soviet Union. 
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Table 2.2. Refugees and Asylees Granted Lawful Permanent Resident Status by Region and Selected Country of Birth, Fiscal Years 1946-2004 
Source: Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2005). Yearbook of immigration statistics: 2004. Retrieved November 13, 
2005 from http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk04RA.htm   

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

All countries 3,843,641 213,347 492,371 212,843 539,447 1,013,620 1,021,266 108,506 126,084 44,927 71,230 

Europe  1,538,179 211,983 456,146 55,235 71,858 155,512 426,565 55,825 62,911 17,290 24,854 

Albania  8,244 29 1,409 1,952 395 289 3,255 114 170 350 281 

Armenia 3,082 X X X X X 2,161 321 265 150 185 

Austria 17,680 4,801 11,487 233 185 424 390 37 71 20 32 

Azerbaijan 13,716 X X X X X 12,072 476 497 275 396 

Belarus 28,715 X X X X X 24,581 1,548 1,446 523 617 

Belgium 104 NA NA NA 21 33 26 7 7 D 8 

Bosnia-Herzegovina 101,834 X X X X X 37,591 23,303 25,033 5,847 10,060 

Bulgaria  7,428 139 1,138 1,799 1,238 1,197 1,679 57 34 82 65 

Croatia 9,362 X X X X X 1,807 2,337 3,315 814 1,089 

Czech Republic 12 X X X X X D D D - 6 

Czechoslovakia 
1 

38,017 8,449 10,719 5,709 3,646 8,204 1,255 14 15 D 4 

Denmark 30 NA NA NA D D 18 D 3 D D 

Estonia  12,358 7,143 4,103 16 D 25 843 93 79 22 32 

Finland 19 NA NA NA D 5 10 - D - D 

France 600 NA NA NA 139 268 142 14 15 11 11 

Georgia 3,107 X X X X X 2,593 178 174 70 92 

Germany  106,747 36,633 62,860 665 143 851 1,309 1,345 1,889 484 568 

Gibraltar D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 

Greece  31,570 124 28,568 586 478 1,408 374 12 5 4 11 

Hungary  76,524 6,086 55,740 4,044 4,358 4,942 1,285 19 24 10 16 

Iceland 4 NA NA NA D D - - - - - 

Ireland 23 NA NA NA 8 6 6 D D - D 

Italy  63,729 642 60,657 1,198 346 394 412 15 33 20 12 

Kazakstan 6,019 X X X X X 4,269 659 648 176 267 

Kyrgystan 1,895 X X X X X 1,248 305 196 62 84 

Latvia  41,540 21,422 16,783 49 16 48 2,757 175 154 54 82 

Liechtenstein D NA NA NA NA - D - - - 

Lithuania  28,702 18,694 8,569 72 23 37 1,161 69 33 23 21 

Luxembourg D NA NA NA - D - - - - - 

Macedonia 527 X X X X X 137 114 185 63 28 

Malta 16 NA NA NA 6 5 - D D - 2 

Moldova 15,459 X X X X X 11,717 1,322 1,336 422 662 

Monaco D NA NA NA D - - - - D - 

Netherlands  17,750 129 14,336 3,134 8 14 36 8 48 22 15 
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Table 2.2—Continued  
  

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

Norway 20 NA NA NA 4 7 7 D D - - 

Poland  210,507 78,529 81,323 3,197 5,882 33,889 7,500 71 54 31 31 

Portugal  5,084 D 3,650 1,361 21 21 13 - D 3 D 

Romania  76,090 4,180 12,057 7,158 6,812 29,798 15,708 119 85 94 79 

Russia 74,560 X X X X X 60,404 4,758 5,089 1,738 2,571 

San Marino D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 

Serbia and Montenegro 
2 

106,607 9,816 44,755 18,299 11,297 324 6,274 4,190 8,556 1,513 1,583 

Slovak Republic 44 X X X X X 31 5 4 3 D 

Slovenia  261 X X X X X 97 60 70 15 19 

Soviet Union 
3 

243,244 14,072 30,059 871 31,309 72,306 90,533 1,621 1,508 610 355 

Spain  10,973 D 246 4,114 5,317 736 443 39 31 19 27 

Sweden 51 NA NA NA 3 NA 17 9 11 5 6 

Switzerland 225 NA NA NA 12 NA 46 39 72 25 31 

Tajikistan 2,766 X X X X X 2,546 100 53 29 38 

Turkmenistan 514 X X X X X 410 28 33 15 28 

Ukraine 139,800 X X X X X 109,739 11,130 10,601 3,350 4,980 

United Kingdom 418 NA NA NA 58 192 120 9 23 12 4 

Uzbekistan 22,445 X X X X X 19,539 1,099 1,038 318 451 

Unknown Europe  9,750 1,082 7,687 778 123 80 - - - - - 

Asia 1,394,171 1,106 33,422 19,895 210,683 712,092 351,347 19,992 21,414 9,885 14,335 

Afghanistan  36,649 - D - 542 22,946 9,725 257 1,044 716 1,418 

Bahrain 5 NA NA NA - NA 5 - - - - 

Bangladesh 1,305 NA NA NA D NA 566 204 180 155 198 

Bhutan 4 NA NA NA NA NA D - D D - 

Burma 2,089 NA NA NA 70 NA 721 181 372 327 418 

Cambodia  128,442 - - - 7,739 114,064 6,388 75 47 38 91 

China
 4 

50,122 319 12,008 5,308 13,760 7,928 7,608 813 695 805 878 

Cyprus 70 NA NA NA 48 NA 9 D D 7 3 

Hong Kong  9,591 - 1,076 2,128 3,468 1,916 611 247 105 18 22 

India 7,783 NA NA NA 41 NA 2,544 942 1,558 1,517 1,181 

Indonesia  17,931 - 8,253 7,658 222 1,385 201 111 58 20 23 

Iran  83,984 118 192 58 364 46,773 24,313 1,364 4,806 2,030 3,966 

Iraq  46,662 - 130 119 6,851 7,540 22,557 3,060 3,434 1,223 1,748 

Israel 307 NA NA NA 76 NA 176 12 18 12 13 

Japan  4,572 3 3,803 554 56 110 24 D 5 11 5 

Jordan 
5 

508 NA NA NA 88 NA 333 11 32 20 24 

Korea  4,658 - 3,116 1,316 65 120 26 3 7 4 D 

Kuwait 687 NA NA NA 11 NA 469 37 61 36 73 
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Table 2.2—Continued    

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

Laos  203,238 - - - 21,690 142,964 37,265 520 374 191 234 

Lebanon 1,973 NA NA NA 595 NA 1,028 38 101 77 134 

Macau 32 NA NA NA 29 NA 3 - - - - 

Malaysia 892 NA NA NA 189 NA 385 210 72 13 23 

Maldives 4 NA NA NA - NA D - D - - 

Mongolia 41 NA NA NA NA NA 31 5 D - 4 

Nepal 67 NA NA NA D NA 32 D 5 12 15 

Oman 9 NA NA NA D 5 D D - - D 

Pakistan 3,241 NA NA NA 20 NA 1,650 320 467 365 419 

Philippines 1,403 NA NA NA 213 NA 968 89 68 30 35 

Qatar 19 NA NA NA NA NA 18 D - - - 

Saudia Arabia 1,119 NA NA NA 10 NA 880 70 57 46 56 

Singapore 60 NA NA NA 28 NA 13 9 5 D 3 

Sri Lanka 538 NA NA NA 24 NA 354 19 52 43 46 

Syria  7,159 4 119 383 1,336 2,145 2,125 327 261 308 151 

Thailand  55,908 - 15 13 1,241 30,259 22,759 653 498 224 246 

Turkey  7,288 603 1,427 1,489 1,193 1,896 559 32 36 28 25 

United Arab Emirates 70 NA NA NA NA NA 59 3 4 D D 

Vietnam  703,274 - D 7 150,266 324,453 206,857 10,351 6,926 1,581 2,831 

Yemen 267 NA NA NA 22 11 80 22 61 23 48 

Unknown Asia  12,200 59 3,280 862 422 7,577 - - - - - 

Africa  124,589 20 1,768 5,486 2,991 22,149 51,649 6,906 13,454 7,723 12,443 

Algeria 421 NA NA NA D 5 138 46 77 78 76 

Angola 375 NA NA NA 4 255 91 3 8 6 8 

Benin 126 NA NA NA NA NA 20 15 50 19 22 

Botswana 99 NA NA NA NA 85 9 - D 3 - 

Burkina Faso 44 NA NA NA D - 14 13 10 D 4 

Burundi 457 NA NA NA NA 8 148 64 107 63 67 

Cameroon 605 NA NA NA NA 9 302 44 77 87 86 

Cape Verde 25 NA NA NA 4 13 6 D - D - 

Central African Republic 8 NA NA NA D D D - D D D 

Chad 102 NA NA NA 7 - 43 18 23 D 9 

Congo, Democratic Republic
 6 

1,524 NA NA NA 7 192 924 77 128 87 109 

Congo, Republic 
  

852 NA NA NA D D 25 34 341 166 284 

Cote d' Ivoire 401 NA NA NA D D 119 52 102 44 82 

Djibouti 96 NA NA NA NA 19 20 9 22 8 18 

Egypt  9,982 8 1,354 5,396 1,473 426 420 136 269 187 313 

Equatorial Guinea 12 NA NA NA - D - - D D 8 

Eritrea 849 X X X X X 608 36 51 56 98 
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Table 2.2—Continued    

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

Ethiopia 
7 

43,302 NA 61 D 1,307 18,542 17,865 881 1,897 1,225 1,522 

Gabon 11 NA NA NA NA D 6 - 4 - - 

Gambia, The 286 NA NA NA NA - 54 61 57 44 70 

Ghana 986 NA NA NA 3 135 431 81 101 86 149 

Guinea 119 NA NA NA NA 15 50 D 4 D 47 

Guinea-Bissau 124 NA NA NA NA NA 36 31 26 31 - 

Kenya 2,875 NA NA NA 4 87 1,447 332 411 188 406 

Lesotho 39 NA NA NA D 29 9 - - - - 

Liberia 8,857 NA NA NA D 109 3,839 976 1,680 883 1,368 

Libya 1,008 NA NA NA 14 363 591 8 8 13 11 

Madagascar 4 NA NA NA - D - - - D D 

Malawi 69 NA NA NA 8 33 23 4 - D - 

Mali 37 NA NA NA NA NA 12 8 8 5 4 

Mauritania 539 NA NA NA NA D 211 68 62 88 109 

Mauritius 32 NA NA NA D NA 19 7 D D D 

Morocco 51 NA NA NA 3 11 23 D 5 5 3 

Mozambique 113 NA NA NA 3 72 31 D 3 D D 

Namibia 118 NA NA NA 3 71 37 D D 4 D 

Niger 211 NA NA NA NA D 27 70 88 25 - 

Nigeria 1,599 NA NA NA 6 14 443 300 442 206 188 

Reunion D NA NA NA - D - - - - - 

Rwanda 908 NA NA NA - 3 389 106 187 87 136 

Sao Tome and Principe D NA NA NA - D - - - - - 

Senegal 146 NA NA NA D NA 40 19 16 20 50 

Seychelles 16 NA NA NA NA 12 3 - - D - 

Sierra Leone 2,498 NA NA NA D 21 272 215 722 540 726 

Somalia 29,278 NA NA NA 6 70 16,837 2,484 4,084 2,157 3,640 

South Africa 522 NA NA NA 14 285 195 11 6 5 6 

Sudan 12,125 NA NA NA 4 739 5,191 593 1,987 1,107 2,504 

Swaziland 7 NA NA NA NA NA D D D D - 

Tanzania 93 NA NA NA D 7 32 9 16 13 14 

Togo 796 NA NA NA D NA 114 44 303 126 208 

Tunisia 24 NA NA NA D NA 7 6 3 4 3 

Uganda 1,000 NA NA NA 58 301 439 35 53 31 83 

Zambia 125 NA NA NA 3 53 52 D 7 5 4 

Zimbabwe 68 NA NA NA 3 24 32 D D 6 - 

Unknown Africa  623 12 353 D 40 130 - - - - - 

Oceania  551 7 75 21 37 22 291 19 33 18 28 

American Samoa D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 
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Table 2.2—Continued    

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

Australia 33 NA NA NA 21 NA 7 D - D D 

Fiji 362 NA NA NA NA NA 280 D 28 D 24 

French Polynesia D NA NA NA NA NA D - - D - 

Guam D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 

New Caledonia D NA NA NA D NA D - - - - 

New Zealand 6 NA NA NA D 4 - - - - - 

Northern Mariana Islands D - - - - - - - - - D 

Palau 3 X X X X X - - D - - 

Papua New Guinea 5 NA NA NA D 3 - - - - - 

Solomon Islands 5 NA NA NA - - - D D D D 

Vanuatu D X X X - - - - D - - 

Wallis and Futuna Islands D NA NA NA NA NA D - - - - 

Unknown Oceania  126 7 75 21 8 15 - - - - - 

North America  771,148 163 831 132,068 252,633 121,840 185,333 24,696 26,807 8,454 18,323 

Canada 248 NA NA NA 96 NA 80 D D D 17 

Greenland D NA NA NA D D - - - - - 

Mexico 992 NA NA NA 202 NA 416 67 100 85 122 

St. Pierre and Miquelon D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 

United States 38 NA NA NA 5 NA 20 D D D 9 

Caribbean 725,799 3 6 131,557 251,825 114,213 154,235 23,448 25,706 7,547 17,259 

Anguilla 5 NA NA NA - 5 - - - - - 

Antiqua-Barbuda D NA NA NA D - - - - - - 

Bahamas, The 858 NA NA NA D 832 14 3 4 D 3 

Barbados 5 NA NA NA D 4 - - - - - 

Bermuda 8 NA NA NA 5 - D D - - D 

British Virgin Islands D NA NA NA NA NA D - - - - 

Cayman Islands 12 NA NA NA 9 NA D - D - - 

Cuba  712,364 3 6 131,557 251,514 113,367 144,612 22,687 24,893 7,047 16,678 

Dominica 11 NA NA NA 4 NA 6 - - D - 

Dominican Republic 431 NA NA NA 152 NA 193 13 25 16 32 

Grenada 3 NA NA NA D NA D - - D - 

Guadeloupe 4 NA NA NA - NA - D D - - 

Haiti 11,962 NA NA NA 86 NA 9,364 735 769 472 536 

Jamaica 69 NA NA NA 25 NA 22 4 6 7 5 

Martinique 4 NA NA NA D NA 3 - - - - 

Montserrat D NA NA NA NA NA D - - - - 

Netherlands Antilles 12 NA NA NA 3 NA D - 3 D 3 

Puerto Rico 5 NA NA NA NA D D - - - - 

St. Kitts-Nevis 4 NA NA NA D D - - - - - 
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Table 2.2—Continued    

Region and country of birth  1946-2004 1946-1950 1951-1960 1961-1970 1971-1980 1981-1990 1991-2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

   

St. Lucia 3 NA NA NA D D - D - - - 

St. Vincent and  the 
Grenadines 

14 NA NA NA 13 NA D - - - - 

Trinidad and Tobago 15 NA NA NA 4 NA 5 D 3 - D 

Turks and Caicos Islands 6 NA NA NA D NA 5 - - - - 

Central America 41,711 D D 4 289 6,973 30,582 1,165 974 806 916 

Belize 21 NA NA NA 8 NA 6 D D D D 

Costa Rica 363 NA NA NA 51 NA 220 26 23 D 19 

El Salvador  6,341 - - D 45 1,383 4,073 195 187 194 263 

Guatemala 3,570 NA NA NA 47 NA 2,033 456 353 294 387 

Honduras 1,551 NA NA NA 69 NA 1,050 124 116 99 93 

Nicaragua  29,045 D D D 27 5,590 22,486 350 281 169 137 

Panama 820 NA NA NA 42 NA 714 D D 24 15 

Unknown North America  2,357 159 824 507 214 653 - - - - - 

South America  14,142 32 74 123 1,244 1,986 5,857 936 1,222 1,518 1,150 

Argentina 543 NA NA NA 101 NA 125 17 58 122 120 

Bolivia 173 NA NA NA 10 NA 91 15 13 29 15 

Brazil 293 NA NA NA 16 NA 136 34 40 41 26 

Chile  1,259 - 5 4 415 532 171 27 16 61 28 

Colombia 3,133 NA NA NA 217 350 1,132 217 380 462 375 

Ecuador 497 NA NA NA 149 NA 194 40 43 38 33 

Guyana 58 NA NA NA 7 NA 24 12 8 5 D 

Paraguay 340 NA NA NA 4 NA 7 D D 3 - 

Peru 4,148 NA NA NA 132 251 2,507 399 402 457 323 

Suriname 74 NA NA NA NA NA 59 D D 8 3 

Uruguay 91 NA NA NA 43 NA 16 5 D 11 11 

Venezuela 2,800 NA NA NA 83 407 1,395 167 253 281 214 

Unknown South America  733 32 69 119 67 446 - - - - - 

Unknown or not reported 861 36 55 15 D 19 224 132 243 39 97 
 - Represents zero.   
D  Disclosure standards not met. 

7
  Prior to 1993, data Include Eritrea.   

NA  Not available. X  Not applicable.   
1
  Prior to 1993, data include independent republics; beginning in 1993 data are for unknown republic only.  

2
  Yugoslavia (unknown republic) prior to February 7, 2003.  Prior to 1992, data include independent republics; beginning in 1992, data are for unknown republic only. 

3
  Prior to 1992, data include independent republics; beginning in 1992 data are for unknown republic only.  

4
  Includes People's Republic of China and Taiwan.            

5
  Prior to 2003, includes Palestine; beginning in 2003, Palestine included in Unknown.   

6
  In May 1997 Zaire was formally recognized as the Democratic Republic of the Congo; the Congo is referred to by its conventional name, the Republic of the Congo. 
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Table 2.3. Refugee Approvals and Arrivals by Geographic Area of Chargeability, Fiscal Years 
1999-2004   
 
Source: Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2005). Yearbook of 
immigration statistics: 2004. Retrieved November 13, 2005 from 
http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk04RA.htm 
 

Geographic area of 
chargeability 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Authorized admissions 
1 

91,000 90,000  80,000  70,000 70,000 70,000

Africa 13,000 18,000  21,000  22,000 20,000 30,000

East Asia 10,500 8,000  6,000  4,000 4,000 8,500

Europe 61,000 44,500  37,000  26,000 16,500 13,000

Latin America/Caribbean 2,250 3,500  3,500  3,000 2,500 3,500

Near East/South Asia 4,250 10,000  12,500  15,000 7,000 3,000

Unallocated Reserve - 6,000  -  - 20,000 12,000

     

Approvals 85,592 66,546
2 

66,198
2 

18,652 25,329 49,638

Africa 15,581 20,014  18,402  3,419 6,860 17,566

East Asia 6,728 941
2 

277
2 

791 2,026 15,453

Europe 55,666 32,355  32,686  7,621 11,868 8,413

Latin America/Caribbean 2,796 2,896  2,768  2,534 1,599 5,671

Near East/South Asia 4,725 10,266  12,030  4,247 2,940 2,535

Not reported 96 74  35  40 36 -

     

Arrivals
  

85,076 72,143  68,925  26,839 28,306 52,835

Africa 13,036 17,560  19,016  2,545 10,717 29,125

East Asia 9,963 3,557  3,346  3,260 1,608 8,046

Europe 55,877 37,664  31,526  15,408 11,269 9,254

Latin America/Caribbean 2,110 3,233  2,973  1,937 452 3,556

Near East/South Asia 4,090 10,129  12,064  3,689 4,260 2,854

 
NOTE: The geographic areas used in this table are unique in the Yearbook and are based on the 
classification used by the Department of State in its reports on refugees.  The corresponding country 
composition of the geographic areas used is also based on the same Department of State 
classification.  The objective of using the Department of State classification was to make approval data 
comparable on a regional basis with authorized admission and arrival data. 
 

- Represents zero.     
1
  Data are for authorized final ceiling admissions. 

2 
 Data for Vietnam are incomplete.   Data represent Vietnamese processed by the Resettled 

Opportunity for Vietnamese Returnees Program only.  Data are unavailable for refugees processed 
under other Vietnam in-country programs that deal with former reeducation camp detainees and adult 
children of formerly admitted refugees.  
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Table 2.4. Refugee-Status Applications by Geographic Area and Country of Chargeability, 
Fiscal Year 2004    
 
Source: Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2005). Yearbook of 
immigration statistics: 2004. Retrieved November 13, 2005 from 
http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk04RA.htm 
 

 Applications Applications Applications Applications Percent 

Geographic area and  filed during approved denied otherwise closed approved

country of chargeability year during year during year during year during 
year 

2

   

All countries  75,536 49,638 12,361 20,878 80

Europe 14,264 8,413 3,990 479 68

Armenia 240 116 102 D 53

Azerbaijan 367 275 59 41 82

Belarus 818 563 258 18 69

Bosnia-Herzegovina 349 207 216 92 49

Croatia 59 104 D - 95

Estonia 38 24 14 - 63

Georgia 39 14 19 D 42

Kazakhstan 295 180 91 20 66

Kyrgyzstan 133 52 54 19 49

Latvia 54 41 13 D 76

Lithuania 7 5 D - 83

Moldova 1,712 1,176 438 38 73

Russia 4,198 1,973 663 36 75

Serbia and Montenegro
 1 

98 65 52 D 56

Tajikistan 31 8 18 D 31

Turkmenistan 7 4 - - 100

Ukraine 5,478 3,317 1,937 179 63

Uzbekistan 341 289 49 23 86

Asia  18,468 17,988 355 841 98

Afghanistan 1,138 940 221 24 81

Burma 1,410 1,398 12 - 99

Cambodia 13 7 6 - 54

China, People's Republic D D 6 - 14

Iran 1,727 1,561 83 106 95

Iraq 101 32 16 695 67

Kuwait - - - D 

Laos 14,035 14,035 - - 100

Pakistan 8 D - D 100

Sri Lanka D - 4 - 0

Syria - - - D NA

Vietnam  19 12 7 - 63

Yemen 11 - - 7 NA
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Table 2.4--Continued 

 

 

  

 Applications Applications Applications Applications Percent 

Geographic area and  filed during approved denied otherwise closed approved

country of chargeability year during year during year during year during year 
2

Africa 33,136 17,566 6,159 17,413 74

Angola 21 12 7 D 63

Burundi 577 380 142 - 73

Cameroon 6 3 D - 60

Central African Republic D - D - 0

Chad D - D - 0

Congo, Democratic Republic 517 304 137 - 69

Congo, Republic 25 16 5 - 76

Cote d'Ivoire D - D - 0

Djibouti D - - - NA

Egypt 3 3 - - 100

Eritrea 371 63 25 D 72

Ethiopia 1,575 961 384 2,124 71

Gambia, The 27 D 16 - 6

Liberia 6,873 4,918 1,909 6,005 72

Namibia 4 4 - - 100

Nigeria 3 D D - 50

Rwanda 145 36 22 105 62

Senegal D - - - NA

Sierra Leone 1,385 919 740 191 55

Somalia 17,187 6,616 2,131 7,270 76

Sudan 4,291 3,249 601 1711 84

Togo 109 70 33 - 68

Uganda 8 8 - - 100

Zimbabwe D D - - 100

North America 9,661 5,671 1,846 2,144 75

Caribbean 9,661 5,671 1,846 2,144 75

   Cuba 9,661 5,671 1,846 2,144 75

Not reported 7 0 11 1 0

 
-  Represents zero.  D Disclosure standards not met. 

 

1
  Yugoslavia prior to February 7, 2003.  

2 
 Calculated by dividing applications approved by the sum of applications approved and applications 

denied. 
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Table 2.5.  Number of Individuals Granted Asylum by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) Asylum Officers by Region and Country of Nationality, Fiscal Years 1997-
2004  
Source: Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland Security. (2005). Yearbook 
of immigration statistics: 2004. Retrieved November 13, 2005 from 
http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/YrBk04RA.htm  
  

Region and country of 
nationality 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

    

All nationalities 16,221 13,007 17,827 22,852 28,677 25,720 15,339 14,359

Europe 2,300 2,553 2,742 3,701 3,984 2,843 1,761 1,430

  Albania 373 537 393 428 524 379 246 179

  Armenia 249 321 384 1,163 1,427 958 454 249

  Azerbaijan 81 151 140 266 377 253 74 87

  Belarus 23 31 31 68 83 75 120 167

  Belgium             - D             - D D             -             -             -

  Bosnia-Herzegovina 42 21 26 23 31 30 11 13

  Bulgaria 56 72 62 79 53 65 50 41

  Croatia 44 41 43 46 9 7 D 3

  Czechoslovakia 
1 

D D             -             -             -             -             - D

  Estonia 3 7             - 8 10 14 10 8

  France D             -             -             -             - D D 4

  Georgia 72 80 126 143 114 65 45 55

  Germany D D D 3             - D D             -

  Greece             -             - D 5             - D 4 D

  Hungary 4 D D 6 3 D             - 4

  Italy             -             -             - D             -             -             -             -

  Kazakhstan 19 29 24 53 32 24 23 25

  Kyrgyzstan 12 5 15 16 18 20 24 19

  Latvia 7 D D 12 6 7 12 9

  Lithuania             - 3 D D 10 15 9 6

  Macedonia 35 27 3 8 32 35 6 7

  Malta                                           -             -             -             -             -             -             - D

  Moldova 7 3 D 13 22 11 11 10

  Norway             -             -             - D             -             -             -             -

  Poland D 6 D D D D             -             -

  Romania 53 47 40 39 95 134 128 55

  Russia 389 454 555 610 518 381 279 232

  San Marino             - D             -             -             -             -             -             -

  Serbia and 
Montenegro 

2 
519 448 726 514 363 121 85 57

  Slovak Republic 3 3 4             - D             - D D

  Soviet Union 
1 

23 9 3 6             -             -             -             -

  Spain             - D             -             -             -             -             -             -

  Tajikistan 8 16 19 18 5 5 6 8

  Turkmenistan 20 15 D 10 17 16 13 20

  Ukraine 201 156 99 95 101 90 60 47

  United Kingdom 8 5 4 D             -             -             -             -

  Uzbekistan 43 55 34 60 130 132 83 118
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Table 2.5--Continued         

Region and country of 
nationality 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Asia 8,664 3,371 5,785 7,696 10,388 10,146 4,512 2,444

  Afghanistan 287 296 341 269 334 184 26 35

  Bahrain             - D             - D 3             - D             -

  Bangladesh 118 108 125 85 80 99 65 40

  Bhutan D             - 4 15 15 9 6 3

  Burma 179 271 348 341 1,316 333 197 180

  Cambodia 10 124 145 62 15 41 27 44

  China, People's 
Republic 

484 661 1,187 3,343 4,799 5,691 2,401 919

  Hong Kong             -             -             -             - 3             -             -             -

  India 884 400 384 642 838 1,041 278 130

  Indonesia 3 13 1,548 943 618 490 215 104

  Iran 408 704 773 855 872 708 329 193

  Iraq 5,785 179 208 385 642 568 333 161

  Israel D D 8 10 14 8 10 3

  Jordan 14 23 38 21 52 48 23 22

  Korea 5 D             -             -             -             - D             -

  Kuwait 6 13 15 6 8 D 4 3

  Laos 15 18 19 15 9 11 13 26

  Lebanon 35 63 43 27 51 41 37 30

  Malaysia D 5 14 26 20 26 16 10

  Mongolia             -             - D 5 6 4 22 61

  Nepal 3 17 13 17 19 69 143 163

  Oman             -             -             - D             -             -             -             -

  Pakistan 268 273 372 380 408 506 280 199

  Philippines 19 19 28 18 D 20 13 28

  Qatar             -             -             -             - 4             -             -             -

  Saudi Arabia D 7 D 4 3 5 D D

  Singapore D 5 3 4 8 D D 3

  Sri Lanka 46 53 42 60 96 77 15 19

  Syria 32 44 34 29 24 43 8 24

  Taiwan             -             - 5 4             -             -             - D

  Thailand             - 5             -             - D D             - D

  Turkey 22 19 29 49 73 75 33 25

  United Arab Emirates             -             - D 3 D             -             - D

  Vietnam 6 10 12 16 7 13 8 7

  Yemen 29 36 42 58 47 30 4 6

Africa 3,078 4,940 7,127 7,271 6,337 5,877 4,012 3,857

  Algeria 79 184 143 66 37 21 17 10

  Angola 4 12 35 57 51 28 20 6

  Benin D             - 8 D D 3 D 3

  Burkina Faso 5 D 6 9 4 3 7 7

  Burundi 58 43 51 29 51 62 26 24

  Cameroon 79 155 238 336 322 710 818 594

  Cape Verde             -             - D             -             -             -             -             -
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Table 2.5--Continued                     

Region and country of 
nationality 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

  Central African 
Republic 

            - 3 D D 4 23 24 8

  Chad D 13 20 16 11 15 24 20

  Comoros             -             -             -             - D             -             -             -

  Congo, Democratic 
Republic 

139 208 225 243 156 211 78 74

  Congo, Republic 5 111 256 238 232 237 116 90

  Cote d'Ivoire 15 12 17 25 43 23 126 86

  Djibouti             -             - D D             - D             -             -

  Egypt 124 358 402 468 472 485 242 151

  Equatorial Guinea             - D             - D             - D             -             -

  Eritrea 45 103 155 197 161 172 124 135

  Ethiopia 454 540 1,104 1,415 1,115 1,040 569 769

  Gabon D D 3 3 D D 4 6

  Gambia, The 56 42 48 24 29 20 28 33

  Ghana 19 16 12 19 6 6 D 10

  Guinea 15 52 49 92 156 182 120 164

  Guinea-Bissau             -             - D 6 D D             - 9

  Kenya 29 70 103 96 97 233 230 182

  Liberia 479 498 669 678 760 608 349 312

  Libya 7 10 12 21 4 4 D 3

  Madagascar             -             -             -             -             - D D             -

  Malawi D D 5             - D 3             -             -

  Mali 6 D 9 4 D 9 13 19

  Mauritania 105 139 100 93 94 90 60 60

  Mauritius D 3             - D             - D             -             -

  Morocco 4 5 6 7 8 15 5 D

  Mozambique             -             -             - D             -             - D             -

  Namibia             -             -             - D             -             -             -             -

  Niger 83 106 95 49 28 20 30 20

  Nigeria 102 148 129 44 32 24 19 31

  Rwanda 101 84 109 96 61 44 33 35

  Senegal 7 8 19 14 15 18 14 18

  Sierra Leone 25 158 183 218 309 169 43 60

  Somalia 699 1,313 2,344 1,985 1,276 453 145 144

  South Africa D             - 6 7 D 14 9 6

  Sudan 271 404 441 508 521 448 111 84

  Swaziland             -             -             -             - 5             -             -             -

  Tanzania             - 9 4 5 18 15 4 14

  Togo 34 49 57 64 82 198 325 356

  Tunisia 5 D D D 3 D             - D

  Uganda 14 72 55 118 116 153 73 60

  Zambia             - D             -             - 6 16 7 8

  Zimbabwe D             - 3 8 42 93 193 243

Oceania 8 3 34 79 340 179 60 62

  Fiji 8 3 34 79 340 179 60 62
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Table 2.5--Continued                  

Region and country of 
nationality 

1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

North America 1,757 1,690 1,334 1,368 1,662 1,361 1,490 2,219

  Mexico 32 37 55 40 44 29 30 52

  Caribbean 1,013 602 444 873 1,276 1,045 1,198 1,830

    Bahamas, The             - D             -             -             -             -             -             -

    Barbados             - D             -             -             -             -             -             -

    Cuba 313 198 251 119 76 54 D 27

    Dominican Republic             - D D             - D             -             - D

    Haiti 693 394 188 754 1,195 986 1,161 1,794

    Jamaica 7 D D             -             -             - D D

    St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines 

            -             - D             -             -             -             -             -

    Trinidad and Tobago             - D D             - D 5             - 6

  Central America 712 1,051 835 455 342 287 262 337

    Belize             -             -             - D D             -             -             -

    Costa Rica             -             -             - D             -             -             - D

    El Salvador 182 388 300 146 160 75 90 118

    Guatemala 350 468 433 274 147 178 156 213

    Honduras D 49 64 D D 24 9 D

    Nicaragua 127 146 29 20 19 10 7 D

    Panama D             - 9             -             -             -             -             -

South America 321 392 709 2,668 5,862 5,184 3,432 4,288

  Argentina             -             -             - D D 5 7 5

  Bolivia             -             - 11 7 3 D 12 D

  Brazil 4 27 45 19 27 33 28 23

  Chile D 4 21 9 6 5 4 8

  Colombia 48 108 229 2,465 5,683 4,976 2,995 2,930

  Ecuador             - D D 3 12 25 D 5

  Guyana D D             -             -             -             - 8 D

  Paraguay 6             - D             - D D             - D

  Peru 248 219 373 136 86 69 70 106

  Suriname D 16 6 D             -             -             -             -

  Uruguay D D             - 3 D D D D

  Venezuela 9 14 18 23 39 67 305 1,204

Stateless 60 57 96 69 103 129 72 59

Unknown 33 1             -             - 1 1             -             -

 
-  Represents zero.   
D = Disclosure standards not met. 
1
 Data are for unknown republic only; independent republics shown separately. 

2  
Yugoslavia (unknown republic) prior to February 7, 2003. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

 The following chapter introduces the conceptual framework for this study.  Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus and symbolic capital provide the broad theoretical framework for my study.  

This section includes a description of basic tenets of Bourdieu’s social theory. Two other 

researchers are then introduced whose work provides examples of the application of Bourdieu’s 

ideas to immigrant and refugee communities. The first, Norton (as Peirce, 1995; 1997), has 

researched the intersection of identity, social power, and language among immigrant students. 

Norton’s work provides a theory of social identity which relates to identity development among 

English language learners.  The second, Drzewiecka (2001), studied the formation of immigrant 

ethnic identity as it related to discourse of distinctions among immigrant groups. His findings 

expand Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to immigrant identity formation and struggles within 

immigrant social groups. 

 

 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Relations 

 

 

Through his studies of the social systems of Kabyle peasants in Algeria and school 

systems in France (Bourdieu, 1977c; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), French sociologist and 

philosopher Pierre Bourdieu developed an intricate theory of the interaction between schooling, 

culture, and power in society.  Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital involves culture, identity, 

language, and the social structure of the institution of schooling. As such, it holds relevance to 

each of the elements in my study.  

Bourdieu’s philosophy is multifaceted and complex, and a short synopsis cannot 

adequately describe difficult theoretical concepts and the dense writing style translated from the 

original French.  However, this section introduces some fundamental concepts central to 
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Bourdieu’s work.  This section will provide a brief introduction to notions of habitus, field, 

symbolic capital (and its different forms), social reproduction, and the connection of schooling to 

these concepts. 

 

Habitus   

Central to Bourdieu’s conception of social relations—and social reproduction, which will 

be discussed later—are the ideas of “habitus” and “field.” He has described the social world with 

a topological metaphor, consisting of multiple planes, or fields (1977c). Within a field, different 

forces struggle for positions. The positions on a field are influenced by the symbolic capital held 

by different individuals. (Symbolic capital is introduced below.)  The field defines relations in 

specific areas of social life, but it is not static (Palumbo-Liu, 1993). The ability of individuals to 

fill different social positions in a field is referred to as a habitus. Bourdieu defines habitus as 

“that system of dispositions which acts as a mediator between structures and practice” (1977a, p. 

487). In other words, habitus represents knowledge about one’s place in the world and connects 

the social structure of a field with the actions of individuals within a field. An individual’s 

habitus is influenced by external “conditions of existence,” including social class and family, 

“which in turn become the basis of perception and appreciation of all subsequent experience” 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 78). As such, one’s habitus shapes one’s expectations and 

orientations toward the future. Habitus includes predispositions, social assumptions, and 

thoughts about culture which reveal the social position occupied by an individual in a particular 

field. Although habitus is developed and shared by individuals who occupy similar positions in a 

social field (Drzewiecka, 2001), it is not synonymous with culture.  It regulates social practices 

and reflects an individual’s position within a social field, but it can also change and evolve. 

 

Symbolic Capital: Cultural Capital and Social Capital   

The habitus is produced in part through the internalization of symbolic capital.  Bourdieu 

proposed that capital takes other forms in addition to the economic manner in which the term is 

traditionally used. Bourdieu defines capital as power—social energy appropriated as labor 

(deCarvalho, 2001). He explains, “Capital is accumulated labor . . . which, when appropriated on 

a private, i. e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social 

energy in the form of reified or living labor” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). Like economic capital, 
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symbolic forms of capital may be accumulated. In fact, forms of symbolic capital are actually 

“transformed, disguised forms of economic capital” that may be converted into economic capital 

(1986, p. 252). These symbolic forms of capital “conceal (not least to their possessors) the fact 

that economic capital is . . . at the root of their effects” (p. 252).  Symbolic capital therefore 

carries much social power, much in the way that economic power grants its possessors higher 

privilege and position in society. 

Bourdieu described symbolic capital as “capital—in whatever form—insofar as it is 

represented, i. e., apprehended symbolically, in a relationship of knowledge . . . [that] 

presupposes the intervention of the habitus, as a socially constituted cognitive capacity” (1986, 

p. 255). Bourdieu identifies cultural capital and social capital as forms of symbolic capital.  

Cultural capital is formed by experiences in one’s home which constitute cultural resources that 

may be used to assert one’s position in a social field—conferring social advantage to some 

individuals over others, much like economic capital. These resources may take the form of 

competencies or character traits which are viewed as valuable by those with power in a social 

field.  In this way, cultural capital acts as “a kind of symbolic credit which one acquires through 

learning to embody and enact signs of social standing…. Because of this credit, the actions of 

people with higher social standing automatically achieve greater currency and legitimacy” 

(Levinson & Holland, 1996, p. 6). An important facet of cultural capital is that it is not 

transmitted through families in a conscious manner: “Cultural capital can be acquired . . . in the 

absence of any deliberate inculcation, and therefore quite unconsciously” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 

245).   These assets are generally acquired through immersion rather than instruction, as in the 

case of linguistic accents, artistic tastes, and social manners (deCarvalho, 2001). 

Cultural capital can exist in three forms, according to Bourdieu: in the embodied state (in 

the form of dispositions of the mind and body), the objectified state (in the form of material 

goods with cultural value), and in the institutionalized state (in the form of societal institutions). 

Cultural capital in the embodied state consists of valued types of cultural knowledge, cultural 

preferences, and dispositions of the mind and body. Objectified cultural capital refers to material 

objects inscribed with cultural value (such as literature or museums). The institutionalized form 

of cultural capital includes objectified entities from social institutions, such as academic 

credentials or other educational qualifications, which signify cultural status. 
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Embodied cultural capital includes linguistic resources, just as language is integral to the 

concept of culture. In Language and Symbolic Power (1991), Bourdieu describes linguistic 

capital as the profit gained by speech when language occupies positions of legitimacy and 

authority within a particular field.  Linguistic capital includes not only the way in which one 

speaks, but also the fundamental right to speak in a social situation. In a given social field, an 

individual involved in discourse regards his or her interlocutor as “a legitimate speaker” and as 

worthy to listen (Bourdieu, 1977b, p. 650). The right to speak and “the power to impose 

reception” are both crucial elements of linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1977b, p. 75). These 

assumptions reveal social conditions of communication affected by cultural capital. 

Social capital refers to the resources gained through participation in social networks.  

This type of symbolic capital is linked to membership in a group which “provides each of its 

members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital,” a “credential” which entitles them 

to credit, in the various senses of the word (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249).  One’s social capital 

depends on “the size of the network of connections” an individual can mobilize for his or her 

social benefit (p. 249). In this way, social capital is a factor in the institution of schooling. As 

Bourdieu describes, the effects of social capital “are particularly visible in all cases in which 

different individuals obtain very unequal profits from virtually equivalent (economic or cultural) 

capital, depending on the extent to which they can mobilize by proxy the capital of a group (a 

family, the alumni of an elite school, a select club, the aristocracy, etc.) that is more or less 

constituted as such and more or less rich in capital” (p. 256). While cultural capital may have 

clearer relevance to this study than social capital, a basic understanding of Bourdieu’s theories 

must also take into account social capital and its role in the reproduction of social and cultural 

class structures. 

 

Cultural Reproduction and Symbolic Violence   

Cultural reproduction, as mentioned above, is a fundamental tenet of Bourdieu’s 

philosophy of the social world. In Bourdieu’s view, families “produce and reproduce themselves, 

that is…create and perpetuate their unit, and thus their existence as groups, which is almost 

always, in all societies, the condition of the perpetuation of their position in the social space” 

(1990, p. 74).  The unconscious and virtually universal reality of cultural reproduction in families 
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(and in schools, as will be discussed below), simply serves to strengthen the unequal social order 

and, ultimately, the class system in modern society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). 

One of the effects of cultural reproduction is “symbolic violence,” a concept Bourdieu 

describes as social power imposing existing social limitations on those who do not have the 

cultural capital required to combat challenge the privileged social classes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977). One of Bourdieu and Passeron’s (1977) central tenets is that “pedagogic action is, 

objectively, symbolic violence insofar as it is the imposition of a cultural arbitrary by an arbitrary 

power” (p. 5). The concept of symbolic violence is significant for this study not just through its 

connection to schooling, but through its relevance to cultural identity formation. That is, as 

individuals become aware of their social position in a field and their limited amounts of cultural 

capital, their identities are affected by this developing “sense of their social limits” (p. 115) and 

their sense of self is then altered accordingly.  

 

Cultural Reproduction and Schooling   

The notion of cultural reproduction is closely tied with education, as Bourdieu identifies 

schools as a primary site where cultural reproduction is institutionalized. Specifically, schools 

reproduce the value and content of the cultural capital of the elite social classes (Bourdieu, 

1977a). In France, where Bourdieu conducted much of his sociological research, “schools 

performed the complex work of validating and distributing the symbolic capital which enabled 

dominant groups to maintain their economic advantage” (Levinson & Holland, 1996, p. 5).  This 

validation and distribution of cultural capital may take mundane forms, such as valuing certain 

styles of dress or speech, as well as openly ascribing value to particular conceptions of 

intelligence or taste (Bourdieu, 1977c). In this way, schools play a key role in symbolic violence 

through “pedagogic action,” as children internalize cultural messages of the school through both 

official discourse and daily practices of the classroom, and become aware of their unspoken 

social limitations (Giroux, 1997, p. 61).  While schools perpetuate social inequality, it is 

important to note that schools are not the source of this inequality; their significant role in society 

does, however, make schools key players in the cultural struggles between social classes 

(Bourdieu 1977a, 1986). 

 Bourdieu’s work has inspired and influenced a number of scholars studying the sociology 

of education and inequalities within systems of schooling.   Much research focusing specifically 
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on cultural identity in schools has been influenced directly by Bourdieu (see Reed-Danahay, 

2000, for one example).  The concept of symbolic capital has been extended and used in studies 

of immigrants and refugees by Zhou and Bankston (1994), Pierce (1995), Norton (1997), and 

Drzewiecka (2001), among others. Two of these studies are detailed below, as they provide 

examples of applications of Bourdieu’s theories to educational research which relate particularly 

closely to my study. 

 

 

Norton’s Social Identity Theory 

 

 

Norton’s theory of social identity construction among language learners (published as 

Peirce, 1995) provides an example of a theory relating Bourdieu’s key connection between 

symbolic capital—particularly linguistic capital—and identity to immigrant students in North 

America.  Following Bourdieu’s description of social reproduction, Norton argues that power 

relations between English speaking natives and immigrant language learners play a crucial role 

in social interactions. These social interactions, in turn, have a profound effect on how immigrant 

language learners construct their social identity as immigrants, English speakers, citizens, 

employees, and family members. Although my study deals specifically with refugees rather than 

the broader category of immigrant language learner, Norton’s theory holds relevance for this 

population. The refugee youth in this study all have experience in U.S. public schools, and their 

experiences in schooling affect how they create, react to, or even resist opportunities to learn 

English or American culture, or to identify themselves with native-born Americans. 

Coming from the field of second language education, Norton researched the interaction 

between language learning and identity formation among immigrant women through a 

qualitative study which involved data collected from oral narratives in the form of interviews, 

written narratives in the form of diaries, and questionnaires. Using this data, she studied how and 

when these women showed initiative, response, or resistance in speaking English, and how their 

use of the language reflected changes in their sense of themselves.  Her resulting theory 

considers the study’s findings along with her conception of the shortcomings of popular theories 

of language learning among immigrants.  
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Many theories of second language learning consider the psychological processes by 

which language is used and developed by the individual learner, but they fail to connect language 

learners with the social world in which they exist and use language.  Norton’s research and 

resulting theory of social identity construction contributes to the literature of second language 

education by considering language and identity to be inextricably intertwined. This conception of 

language learning—and of social identity construction—claims that language learners have 

complex social identities which must be understood in the context of the social structures in 

which they exist. These social structures, which are often inequitable, are reproduced in ordinary 

social interactions. In this way, language is “constitutive of and constituted by a language 

learner’s social identity” (1995, p. 13).  While Norton applies her theory specifically to the field 

of language education, the interconnectedness of education, power, culture, and identity 

construction makes her work relevant to this study of refugee youth—all of whom are also 

English language learners. Although Norton frames her study in terms of social identity rather 

than cultural identity, the differences between refugees’ various cultures and the U.S. culture in 

which they find themselves makes her work applicable to studies of cultural identity 

construction, as well.   

Norton’s theory of social identity has not gone unchallenged.  One of the primary 

critiques of her theory, leveled by McNamara (1997), is its lack of attention to early pioneers of 

theories of social identity such as Tafjel (1981). McNamara has also questioned aspects of the 

poststructural theory employed by Norton in her data analysis; that discussion is beyond the 

scope of this paper since it relates to a conceptual framework which differs from the framework 

with which I have explored this study.  Taking into consideration some criticism it has received, 

Norton’s work has nevertheless generated much discussion about social identity and language 

learning within the field of second language education. In particular, Norton’s emphasis on the 

social context outside the classroom and its effect on immigrant students has been applauded by 

some scholars (Hansen & Liu, 1997). 
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Drzewiecka’s Theory of Immigrant Identities and Ethnic Distinctions 

 

 

The interplay of immigrant ethnic and cultural identities and Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus provide the framework of Drzewiecka’s (2001) work with Polish immigrants in the 

United States. Drzewiecka’s research, as well as his theory of immigrant identities and ethnic 

distinctions that will be introduced below, is relevant to my study for several reasons. First, 

Drzewiecka’s study of identity formation centers around themes of ethnicity and culture among 

immigrants, much as my study focuses on cultural identity formation among refugees. Second, 

Drzewiecka’s use of Bourdieu’s social theory, particularly the notion of habitus, as a theoretical 

framework for his study is similar to my interest in framing my data analysis through Bourdieu’s 

social theory. Third, Drzewiecka’s study involves discourse analysis of interviews with 

individual immigrants.  While his methodological principles and methods of analysis differ from 

this study, both use the words of participants themselves as the source of data and the object of 

data analysis.  

 Drzewiecka extends Bourdieu’s idea of habitus to explain conflict between groups of 

immigrants from the same cultural background. For Drzewiecka, the concept of habitus allows 

researchers to study different immigrant groups in terms of cultural capital. He argues that for 

immigrants, ethnicity becomes cultural capital among an immigrant group, and that struggles 

among immigrant groups are played out in terms of this cultural capital. “Ethnicity becomes 

relevant as a position within the social structure,” he explains, “because ethnic positions are 

endowed with symbolic capital in the United States” (p. 248). The immigrant groups in 

Drzewiecka’s study who clashed within the social field of their U.S. community differ in their 

length of stay in the United States, in their degree of assimilation into mainstream American 

society, or in the social class differences which were salient among them in their home culture. 

The habitus which immigrants bring with them from their home societies affects their identity 

formation in the United States, as this homeland habitus “serves as a lens that allows them to 

make sense of their experiences and to position themselves in relation to others” (p. 249). After 

immigration, however, habitus is reconstructed, and ethnic and cultural identity becomes “a 

contested cultural capital through which habitus distinctions are articulated” (p. 249). Though 

Drzewiecka does not mention it in his study, these habitus distinctions are related to Bourdieu’s 
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cultural reproduction and symbolic violence within the social field now inhabited by various 

immigrant groups.  

These differences in cultural capital were articulated among the immigrants in 

Drzewiecka’s study as differences in ethnicity. The varying degrees to which immigrants held to 

their Polish ethnic and cultural identities and their process of cultural identity formation in the 

United States influenced how much cultural capital they enjoyed among fellow Polish 

immigrants.  It is important to note that though Drzewiecka defines his study in terms of 

ethnicity while my study is focused on culture, Drzewiecka’s data collection reveals an 

interchange of the terms “ethnicity” and “culture” among his participants. The fact that his study 

involved only one ethnic/cultural group allowed him to use both expressions of ethnicity and 

culture in his discourse analysis, although he expressed his findings in terms of ethnicity rather 

than culture.  

 Drzewiecka’s study contributes to the literature of identity formation among immigrants 

in a unique way, since its theoretical framework is based on Bourdieu’s social theory. His 

assertion that “cultural incorporation changes one’s habitus” is relevant to my study, and while 

his research is not based on education, his research provides an example of using immigrants’ 

own words in their perceptions of their changing identities and changing social worlds.  

  

Summary of Literature Review of Conceptual Framework 

 

 

In this second chapter of the literature review, the conceptual framework for the study is 

outlined. Bourdieu’s social theory provides the central conceptual framework through its focus 

on cultural capital and cultural reproduction through the institution of schooling.  Norton’s social 

identity theory and Drzewiecka’s theory of changing immigrant identities serve as examples of 

using Bourdieu’s theoretical framework to study social identity and language with an immigrant 

population. Both the conceptual framework of Bourdieu’s work and the examples provided by 

Norton and Drzewiecka highlight the significance of identity, language, and social power. As 

such, each of these scholars’ work is relevant to questions about the role of schooling in the 

cultural identity construction of refugee youth.     
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

In order to clearly explain the methodology of the study, the discussion of methodology 

is divided into ten sections.  The first introduces narrative methodology while the second 

discusses its use and significance in educational research in general. The third section addresses 

the relevance of this methodology to my conceptual framework. The fourth section reviews 

literature utilizing narrative research methodology among refugees in particular.  The fifth 

section introduces studies of identity which have employed narrative methods. The setting for the 

study is described in the sixth section, while participants in the study are introduced in the 

seventh section. Data collection is detailed in the eighth section, and data analysis procedures are 

explained in the ninth section. A final section addresses ethical issues, which must especially be 

considered in research designs involving significant human interaction. 

 

 

Introducing Narrative Methodology 

 

 

As an increasingly popular research tool in education, narrative methodology has been 

used and defined in a number of ways.  In this project I use Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000, p. 

20) broad definition of narrative as “stories lived and told.” Since human beings make meaning 

through language (Casey, 1995), we must filter all our experiences through language in order to 

relate those experiences to others.  In this way, individuals live truly “storied lives on storied 

landscapes” (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 24). I define narrative methodology as an effort to 

understand the importance of those stories—and therefore to understand more of human 

experience—through studying people’s narratives. “Our species thinks in metaphors and learns 

through stories,” wrote anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson (1994, p. 11).  Narrative 
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methodology provides a vehicle to acknowledge and delve into the significance of those stories 

for human experience. 

 

 

Narrative Methodologies in Educational Research 

 

 

The use of oral or written narratives as a form of valuable data has a long tradition in 

historical research, especially in the field of oral history. One of the strengths of narratives in 

historical research is that recording oral and written narratives captures the voices of people who 

may not have typically been represented in traditional historic writings (Dougherty, 1999). 

Research on traditionally marginalized groups is therefore well served by recording narratives of 

participants.  Hoffman’s (1981) collection of women teachers’ narratives provides a well-known 

example of oral and written narratives collected as historically significant within the field of 

education. 

Over the past several decades, the use of narrative in educational research has spread 

beyond the discipline of history. In a detailed review of the use of narrative throughout recent 

decades, Casey (1995) provides historical context for the development of narrative 

methodologies in educational research. As a result of the increasing amount of attention paid to 

narrative-based studies by the academic community, accepted standards of rigor and quality have 

been developed for narrative methodologies in educational research. The following scholars have 

all contributed to the expansion and standardization of this research methodology.  Polkinghorne 

(1988, 1995) situates narrative inquiry in the realm of qualitative research methodologies, and 

Hatch and Wisniewski (1995) discuss issues and challenges of narrative methodologies and 

provide examples of exemplary narrative research. Cole and Knowles (2001), Goodson & Sikes 

(2001), Dhunpath (2000), Clausen (1998), Brettell (1997), and Goodson and Walker (1991) 

provide instruction for narratives in research focusing on life history, while the field of narrative 

inquiry in education has been shaped by Weiler and Middleton (1999), McLaughlin and Tierney 

(1993), and Witherell and Noddings (1991), among others. Analytic methods in narrative inquiry 

have been discussed in detail by Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber (1998), Josselson and 

Lieblich (1993, 1995), and Riessman (1993, 2002). Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Narrative 
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Inquiry is perhaps currently the best-known and most widely used methodological text in the 

field of education.  

 Narrative research has also expanded to specific fields of inquiry within education. The 

following studies illustrate a few of the areas in which narrative inquiry is represented. Bell 

(2002) discusses the use of narrative methodologies in the study of second language learning and 

teaching, while Antikainen and Komonen (2003) discuss biographical and life story 

methodologies in the sociology of education.  Freeman (1997) discusses narrative inquiry and 

hermeneutics in the field of psychology and education.  Collections of teacher narratives have 

been used in pre-service teacher training (Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). Clandinin and Connelly 

(1991, 1998) apply narrative methods to a study of school reform and changing educational 

policy, while McLaughlin (1993) uses narratives to study school change in a Navajo community. 

Gill and Alford (2004) and McLaren (1993) explore issues of social justice in education through 

narrative research methods. Commenting on his life history research of a Laotian refugee, Hones 

(1997) discusses the growth and pertinence of narrative methodologies in educational research.  

Hones (2002) expands narrative methods to the arena of action research by discussing how 

teachers can use narrative inquiry methods with refugee and immigrant families in order to better 

understand their foreign-born students.   

 

  

Connecting Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

 

 

A strong interaction between theoretical framework and methodology lies at the 

foundation of this study, as an understanding of background literature, rigorous research design, 

data collection and data analysis all flow through a common theoretical filter. A fundamental 

assumption of scholars who employ narrative methodologies is that the words of research 

participants hold value in and of themselves. Consequently, certain research contexts require that 

the voices and discourse of speakers themselves be employed as data, rather than filtering 

participants’ responses through common research tools such as standardized instruments. These 

tenets of narrative methodology complement and underscore the social theory of Bourdieu in 

several aspects.  
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 First, Bourdieu connects the social value of speech with the social value of the speaker, 

reflecting the value of hearing words directly from participants (as in narrative research). In “The 

Economics of Linguistic Exchanges,” Bourdieu (1977b) argues that the value ascribed to speech 

can only be understood by understanding the person who speaks, which in turn can only be 

understood by understanding a larger social network (Norton, 1997). “Just as, at the level of 

relations between groups, a language is worth what those who speak it are worth,” claims 

Bourdieu (1977b, p. 652), “so too, at the level of interactions between individuals, speech always 

owes a major part of its value to the value of the person who utters it.” Following Bourdieu, 

using narrative research methodology allows a researcher to listen to individual speakers 

themselves and ascribe value to their actual speech. 

In cases in which participants are individuals with little social value—those who hold 

little social power and may be victims of symbolic violence—a concerted effort must be made to 

hear their voices, as Bourdieu argues that these voices are typically silenced in society.  As 

people become aware of their own social position in a field, marginalized people become aware 

that their speech is not highly valued in society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Levinson and 

Holland (1996, p. 6) explain that “as these [social] limits become permanently inscribed in a 

person’s ‘habitus,’ he or she learns to self-censor and self-silence in the company of those with 

greater social standing.” In this study, participants are members of social groups—refugees, 

foreign-born Americans, nonnative English speakers, and youths—who typically hold little 

social power in the United States. This underscores the need for research methods which allow 

participants to express themselves when they may otherwise “self-censor and self-silence” in 

other settings of institutionalized social power, such as a school.  Since schooling is a focus of 

this research study, it is even more important that students who are typically silenced by a 

possible low social standing in the school be deliberately asked to speak, as they may otherwise 

remain silent. 

Bourdieu also stresses the role of discourse in revealing social distinctions that may 

otherwise be latent. He describes discourse as habitual and reflecting power relations in society 

(1991), even when these power relations are unconscious to the speaker. This ability of discourse 

to manifest social distinctions provides another argument for employing research methods that 

do not filter or manipulate discourse, but rather treat participant speech as a valuable source of 

data in itself. 
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 Finally, Bourdieu (1977b) connects language and identity in terms of symbolic power. 

Operating under the assumption that speech reveals and reflects identity naturally leads a 

researcher to attempt to record and analyze the speech of a participant. Narrative research 

methodologies allow participant speech to be highlighted. Interviewing plays a role in this 

process of learning about the identity formation of participants. “Interviews provide texts of 

identity,” claims Drzewiecka (2001, p. 250), and “in these texts, social relations and distinctions 

become visible as interviewees locate themselves in relationship to cultures, communities, and 

others.”  This study is designed to collect and “read” these “texts of identity” offered by 

participants.  

 

 

The Use of Narrative Methodology to Study Refugee Experiences 

 

 

The unique strengths of narrative methodologies have been recognized in previous 

studies of refugee experiences. This section will also cite research on immigrants, since many 

works do not separate refugee and immigrant sources. One of the strengths of narrative 

methodologies is the reliance on the words of refugees and immigrants themselves. While this 

feature of narrative research may seem self-evident, it is significant given the history of scholarly 

research on refugee and immigrant children—what little early research exists.  According to 

Seller (1991), early scholarship on immigrant women was influenced by popular stereotypes of 

immigrants and women at the time, and is often inconsistent with contemporary oral histories.  

Direct studies of immigrant children were also scarce. The relatively recent rise in rigorously 

designed narrative studies in fields beyond history expands the possible uses of narrative 

methodologies to other disciplines.  As a study of narratives conducted according to standards 

which are now widely accepted across disciplines, such as the guidelines proposed by Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000) and Polkinghorne (1995), this study may contribute new data toward 

literature on refugees in U.S. education. 

Collections of narratives of immigrant and refugees have become more common in the 

last two decades—both as efforts in oral history collection (McLuhan, 1995) and as the focus of 

scholarly analysis in other disciplines (Zaborowska, 1995; Irving, 2000).  Some of these 
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collections provide examples of narrative data collection, some engage in analysis of data from 

personal narratives, and some do both. Narrative data collection may include written narratives 

of immigrants (Danquah, 2000; Zou, 2000), oral narratives of refugees from particular cultures 

and conflicts (Tenhula, 1991; McLuhan, 1995; Quizar, 1998; Cargill & Huynh, 2000), or oral 

narratives specifically from refugee women (Hackett, 1996; Quizar, 1998). Seller’s (1981) work 

Immigrant Women deserves mention in that it was an early collection of historical documents 

representing the voices of immigrant women themselves. This collection includes a variety of 

documents, including some oral histories from narrative interviews.  

The Suitcase: Refugee Voices from Bosnia and Croatia (Mertus, Tesanovic, Metikos, & 

Boric, 1997) is a collection of oral and written narrative data with particular relevance to my 

study. The editors of The Suitcase requested narratives from displaced people in refugee camps 

and resettled communities both within the former Yugoslavia and on other continents. While 

their work represents primarily narrative data collection with minimal analysis, it serves the 

critical role of preserving and presenting voices of remarkably diverse narrators affected by the 

same Balkan wars.  Since the Wars of Yugoslav Succession, audio and video narratives from 

women survivors have also been collected by several nongovernmental organizations including 

the International Committee of the Red Cross (2002) and several women’s groups within the 

former Yugoslavia. 

Examples of scholarly research employing narrative analysis include Zaborowska’s 

(1995) work providing a scholarly analysis of gender in immigrant narratives, and Irving’s 

(2000) analysis of race and maternity in the narratives of immigrant mothers. Garcia (2004) uses 

a narrative methodology involving analysis of female Mexican American students’ narratives in 

order to study identity construction in second-generation immigrants.  Her theoretical framework 

and methodology provide useful examples in the framing of this project. Bergland (1992) 

explores ethnicity and identity in written narratives of immigrants, and Bautista (2000) analyzes 

narratives of ethnic conflict among immigrants and non-immigrant minorities. Perhaps most 

similar in focus to my research, Hones (1999a, 1999b) analyzes narrative data in research 

focusing specifically on education of refugees.  From their own narratives, Hones (1999a) 

presents “educational biographies” of refugees in order to study how they negotiated cultural and 

identity changes in their educational lives.  In a second study, Hones (1999b) studies the 
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narratives of a bilingual teacher’s aide, himself a refugee, in order to learn about the challenges 

facing one refugee in working within a school system. 

 

 

Narrative Inquiry and Studies of Identity 

 

 

The strengths of narrative methodology in eliciting unique and previously overlooked 

data have led to its use in numerous studies of identity.  Although space limitations prevent a 

thorough review of such studies, a few studies addressing identity issues relating to my study 

will be mentioned. Zou (2000) investigates self-identity through the voice of a Chinese 

immigrant to the U.S., while exploring multiple identities of a single immigrant in a later work 

(2002). McLaren (1993) explores multicultural narrative and identity formation in schooling 

within a larger discussion of critical pedagogy. Race, gender, and academic performance are 

themes of student narratives in Davidson’s (1996) study of student identity in schools.  Herr and 

Anderson (1997) use narratives from secondary school students in Mexico to research the 

intersection of culture and identity; their focus on identity and culture makes their work relevant 

to my own, even though their participants were not refugees or even immigrants to the United 

States. Goodson and Walker’s (1991) work combines an examination of narrative biography, 

identity, and schooling in educational research, thereby encompassing some of the key issues 

addressed in this study. 

 

 

Setting for the Study 

 

 

A city in the mid-South, which will be referred to by the pseudonym “Parksburg,” 

provided the setting for this study.  As a mid-sized city located in a Southern state not known for 

high levels of immigration, Parksburg may initially seem like an inappropriate place to research 

refugee experiences.  In fact, it is Parksburg’s demographic characteristics that make a study in 



 75

such a community so timely.  The seven metropolitan areas with the fastest immigrant growth 

rate in 2000 compared to 1990 are all located in the South or Midwest (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2000).  The state in which Parksburg is located saw its foreign-born population triple between 

1990 and 2000.  This ten-year increase of 185 percent may be compared to the immigrant 

population increases during the same years in Texas (60 percent), California (33 percent), and 

New York (25 percent).  The only states with higher rates of immigrant population growth were 

North Carolina and Alabama (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  In Parksburg itself, 3.4 percent of the 

city population is foreign-born. This percentage is quite low compared to a state such as 

California, in which 26 percent of the population is foreign-born.  The percent increase of 

immigrants in Parksburg and its state, however, is one of the largest in the country.  

In addition to these statistics, recent U.S. Census data revealed that by 2000, more 

immigrants in metropolitan areas lived in suburbs than cities, and that immigrants in newly 

emerging centers of foreign-born residents are far more likely to live in the suburbs than in 

highly urban areas (Singer, 2004).  Like many cities its size, Parksburg is a metro area of 

overlapping suburbs rather than a thriving downtown, which places it in the middle of the trend 

reversing many earlier historical patterns of immigrant settlement in concentrated urban 

neighborhoods. In combination, these demographic figures describe a change that is happening 

relatively quickly—and that is continuing into this decade.  Clearly, cutting-edge studies 

concerned with immigration matters must pay close attention to the areas that are becoming new 

immigrant magnets.  

The immigrant population of Parksburg marks its significance for this study, as well.  

Compared to other cities, Parksburg’s immigrants are far more likely to be refugees. As of 2000, 

a full one-third of the foreign-born population of Parksburg was refugees—more than twice the 

national average (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  The settlement of refugees in a particular 

community has been affected by federal policies of shifting refugees away from cities which 

already have extremely high concentrations of refugees, such as Miami (MacDonald, 2004). 

Settlement decisions are also related to the location of resettlement agencies that administer 

federal programs for refugees on a local level. Three agencies in Parksburg resettle refugees—

Catholic Social Services, Parksburg Refugee Services, and Jewish Community Services. 

(Agency names are also pseudonyms.) This is an unusually high number of resettlement agencies 

for a city of Parksburg’s size.  Figure 3.1 shows the countries of origin of Parksburg’s largest 
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refugee groups, and Table 3.1 provides detailed figures of each country of origin. (Tables are 

located at the end of the chapter.) 

Generalizations which can be made about persons with official refugee status are limited, 

as has been discussed, but the high percentage of refugees may contribute to the educational 

status of Parksburg’s foreign-born population, which is less well-educated in comparison to 

immigrant populations in other cities of similar size in the region (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  

Like many school systems around the U.S., Parksburg’s public school district is dealing with the 

multiplication of non-English-speaking segments of its student body. In 2002, the local school 

district had six times more foreign-born students than it did in 1991 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  

Most commonly spoken languages in Parksburg schools are Spanish, Serbo-Croatian, 

Vietnamese, and Arabic, in that order, reflecting the high percentage of refugees from Cuba (as 

well as immigrants from other Latin American countries), and refugees from Bosnia, Vietnam, 

and various Middle Eastern countries including Sudan and Iraq. (See Figure 3.2.) 

The public school system of Parksburg has some distinctions which relate primarily to 

U.S.-born students but still affect the study and are therefore worth mentioning. Thirty-five 

percent of the almost 100,000 students in district schools are identified by the school system as 

black, while only 3.4 percent are Hispanic and 2.1 percent are identified as Asian or Pacific 

Islander. Most residential areas of Parksburg are still racially segregated to varying degrees. In 

an effort to integrate schools and prevent African-American students from being more likely to 

attend higher-poverty schools, court-ordered desegregation went into effect in the entire 

Parksburg school district in 1974. While the court order was officially lifted in 2000, the school 

district has continued a “managed choice” school assignment system which uses race as one 

factor in assigning students to schools. The system requires most schools to keep enrollment of 

African-American students at no less than 15 percent and no more than 50 percent of the entire 

student population. This student assignment plan relies upon a complex busing system to 

integrate schools in the largely segregated neighborhoods across the county. Despite much local 

controversy, the plan has achieved its primary goals: the Civil Rights Project at Harvard 

University reported in 2004 that this state’s schools are the most integrated in the nation, largely 

because of the Parksburg desegregation plan.  These desegregation practices relate to participants 

in this study in several ways. No matter which school she attended, each participant was exposed 

to some racial diversity within Parksburg public schools; this is significant to note because racial  
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Figure 3.1.  

Top Ten Countries of Origin for Refugees and Asylees in Parksburg, 

1990-2000 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 
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Language            % of Students Speaking 

 

Spanish   47 

Serbo-Croatian  13 

Vietnamese   6 

Japanese    5 

Arabic    4 

Korean    2 

Cantonese   2 

Chinese (0ther)   2 

Russian    2 

Other   14 

Languages Spoken in Parksburg Schools, 2002
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Cantonese

Chinese(other)
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Other

Arabic Japanese
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Figure 3.2.    

Most Commonly Spoken Home Languages among Parksburg Public School 

Students, Other than English, 2002 

Source: Parksburg Public School District 
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and ethnic diversity figure prominently in the narrative data. Furthermore, many of the 

participants—who are all considered “white” by the school district—were themselves bussed 

during one or more years of elementary school to a more distant school with a larger African-

American population. (It should be noted that in June 2006, the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to 

hear a case challenging the Parksburg school desegregation system as unconstitutional. It is 

therefore unclear how long this system will be in place or how it may change in the future.) 

 

 

Participants in the Study 

 

 

The participants of the study were five females, aged 18 to 22, who came to the United 

States from Bosnia and Herzegovina as refugees in the 1990s, during their school-aged years.  

Each of the participants attended middle and high school in the Parksburg School District. All 

participants either identify themselves—or are identified by others—as ethnically Bosnian 

Muslim (also known as Bosniak). (Ethnic and religious identity categories are explained in depth 

in Chapters Two and Four.) In addition, I completed interviews with two auxiliary participants 

who did not fit the original participant profile but whom I felt had valuable contributions to make 

to the study. One student is older than the others and arrived in the U.S. for college rather than 

high school, but she had a wealth of observations and insight she was willing to share. The final 

auxiliary participant is an ESL teacher in the public school system who was herself a refugee 

from Bosnia. She is also the mother of one of the participants. While I was able to meet with 

mothers of three of the four other participants, the other mothers declined to be interviewed. 

The study was limited to females for several reasons. Because I am a female researcher, 

my rapport with females is different than it would be with male participants. This would be the 

case in any qualitative study.  In addition, I wished to respect the specific population in this study 

by asking only females to be involved in interviews, due to the Islamic religious beliefs and 

cultural traditions of the participants and their families.  

Participants have more in common than their gender and cultural and religious heritage. 

All of them have been successful in high school and are pursuing higher education. Especially 
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compared to the struggles faced by many immigrants and refugees, these young women represent 

“success stories” in terms of academic achievement and pursuit of career goals.  

Despite their commonalities, the participants differed in many areas, as well. One of the 

participants still attends high schools, although she is older than the average student in her class. 

Another participant attended an exclusive private school after completing a year of ESOL in 

Parksburg public schools. One participant described her high school career as simply a matter of 

passing with the least amount of effort expended, while another attended a prestigious private 

university in another area of the country and is planning to enter medical school. Two 

participants earned scholarships to private universities, while two attend the local community 

college. Two of the women lost their fathers in the war in Bosnia, either through death or a 

family rift related to ethnic strife.  The participants also vary in their family’s social class and 

education level in Bosnia, their religious belief and observance, their preference for Bosnian or 

English language, and their rapport with Bosnian peers. 

I chose women of Bosnian Muslim heritage as the focus of my study for several reasons. 

First, Bosnians comprise one of the larger refugee groups in Parksburg, so the potential 

participant pool is correspondingly larger. Second, many members of this group arrived within 

the last ten years, meaning that my participants were school-aged upon arrival in Parksburg.  

Third, the experiences of Islamic students in U.S. schools should be examined, as previously 

discussed, given current political and social tensions. Fourth, both ethnic Bosnian Muslims and 

Serbs have settled in communities such as Parksburg, where many local residents are unaware of 

ethnic and political tensions between refugee groups.  

Two other reasons for studying the Bosnian Muslim women involve the physical 

appearance of the women themselves. One immediately apparent distinction is racial, with 

Bosnians often looking indistinguishable from white U.S.-born Americans, unlike other primary 

refugee groups settled in Parksburg of Vietnamese, Cuban, Somali, and Sudanese heritage. As 

previously discussed, skin color is a significant social factor in highly racialized U.S. society 

(Waters, 1996; Seller & Weis, 1997; Kasinitz, Battle, & Miyares, 2001). In addition, it is not 

customary for Bosnian Muslim women to cover their heads or follow other common Islamic 

standards of dress. As a result, their religious heritage is usually not outwardly apparent. Since 

other refugee groups appear more “foreign” or “exotic” than Bosnians in dress and physical 
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features, the presence of refugee children from Africa and the Middle East in local schools has 

generated more media attention than has the larger influx of Bosnian children.  

 I found participants from my study through contacts with several Bosnian adults in 

Parksburg as well as through visits to the local Bosnian mosque. Final participants for the study 

were selected through stratified purposeful sampling procedures (McMillan, 2000; Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2003).   

 

 

Collection of Data 

 

 

Since this is a study of narratives, I was interested in the stories, impressions, opinions, 

experiences, and interpretations offered voluntarily by participants. Narrative data was collected 

from participants through individual interviews. I had initially planned to interview ten women, 

and then narrow the study to a few in-depth participants based on factors such as participants’ 

willingness to offer detailed data and ease of communication with participants.  As is typical in 

many qualitative studies, the shape of data collection grew and shifted according to the research 

setting.  The final research study involved five participants and two auxiliary participants, as 

explained above.  In addition to the in-depth interviews, I also collected auxiliary data from 

several additional sources. I conducted shorter interviews with four non-immigrant Americans 

working at the three refugee resettlement agencies in Parksburg; these resettlement workers had 

all worked with Bosnian refugees when they first came to the United States and have years of 

experience serving different refugee populations in Parksburg. I also collected field notes from a 

school visit, a visit to the Parksburg Bosnian mosque, and a meeting of social service workers 

and mental health professionals who provide services to refugees and immigrants who have been 

victims of torture and/or war trauma. I also collected data from some print materials 

recommended to me by two of my participants. 

Respecting the needs and wishes of the participants led me to make some alterations to 

my original data collection plan. I did not expect the eagerness with which the participants 

shared their narratives, not the richness of the data collected from each interview. The quantity 

and quality of data collected allowed me to collect data during one very long in-depth interview. 
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All the participants requested this interview structure as being compatible with their school and 

work schedules. All except one also requested to meet in neutral locations; the youngest 

interviewee held the interview in her home, not due to preference but due to her family 

responsibilities and parents’ rules that dictated she be home after school.  

Each interview runs around one-and-a-half hours, some approaching two hours.  I was 

surprised at the length of time they wished to talk, but I was also surprised at how reflective and 

insightful the participants were about their narratives. Most of them seemed to have given the 

issues significant thought on their own, and many confessed to me that they had often reflected on 

these issues privately. I was able to meet a second time with four of the five interviewees, and 

one of the two auxiliary interviewees. Each of the second meetings was in a different setting than 

the first meeting; in some cases the second meeting was in a mosque, over a meal, or in the 

office of a refugee services agency. The second meetings did not yield as much narrative data, 

yet it allowed me to ask follow-up questions which arose after transcribing the first interview. 

The second meeting also granted participants a chance to follow up with additional information 

they wanted to share. Each of the participants was also happy to follow up with a phone 

conversation, though these conversations were usually brief and did not yield much new 

narrative data. Several of them used this time to recommend their friends to me as potential 

participants, or to invite me to social or cultural functions.   

Common questions guided each of the interviews. I first asked the participants to “tell 

their story” as much as they are comfortable—specifically, the story of how their family came to 

be in the United States. This is in effect a “grand tour” question (Spradley & McCurdy, 1972, as 

cited in Quantz, 1992). The open-ended nature of this question allowed students to choose how 

much they want to speak about traumatic events in their homeland and in the United States. 

(Interestingly, none of the participants began “their story” with events related to war or 

disruption in the Balkans. Instead, each one started by telling when and where they came to the 

United States.)  

Subsequent questions were also of a general nature, as I asked for their stories of how 

they came to be in their schools and neighborhoods. (Despite the desegregation program in place 

within the Parksburg Public School District, most students who indicate a preference for a 

particular high school are enrolled at their first choice school.  Many refugee students attend 

magnet programs in one of several public high schools with academic specializations. Given this 
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situation, stories about how a school was chosen are relevant to a study of schooling and 

identity.)  Interview questions sprang from the narratives given by participants themselves in 

response to the “grand tour” question. “In this way,” explains Quantz (1992, p. 189), the 

participant has influence on the outcome of the interview; the interview “has been structured by 

the interviewee, but is clarified by the follow-up questioning of the interviewer.” 

I followed “grand tour” questions with more specific questions regarding those points 

volunteered by the narrators. Some of these were standard for each interview, as listed below, 

while some followed up on issues raised by participants in the earlier questions. (The wording of 

the questions below does not reflect the interview questions verbatim, as I asked these questions 

in the context of an extended conversation which was generally conducted in adolescent 

vernacular): 

- When someone asks you, how do you identify yourself, culturally? 

- What do you think your teachers at [Parksburg school] think about your culture?   

How does their opinion affect you? 

- Do you think you see yourself differently now than you did when you first came  

to Parksburg? How? Do you remember when your view started to change? 

 - If you had started school in Parksburg when you were five years old instead of  

[thirteen], how do you think you would be different today? What would be some 

advantages and disadvantages of that? 

- How do you feel or act differently when you are at school than when you are  

with only other Bosnians? 

 

Narrative interviews are designed to elicit data related to the research question, including 

participants’ reflections on their changing sense of identity and how school has affected the way 

they see themselves.  They are also designed to allow participants to volunteer data reflecting 

elements of Bourdieu’s social framework. Interviews followed steps outlined by Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) in their authoritative text on narrative inquiry. Although I used an interview 

guide for interviews with each participant, each interview differed due to the elaboration or 

stories volunteered by participants, whom I asked to elaborate on areas about which they wished 

to speak. This flexibility is essential in an interpretive interview, according to Quantz (1992, p. 

189): “Instead of a formal interview schedule which has all the questions planned ahead of time, 
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the interpretive interview must be a process which is flexible enough to follow the lead of the 

interviewee while not losing sight of the object.”  The commitment to follow the lead of the 

interviewee is essential in valuing the participant whose speech is usually considered illegitimate 

(Bourdieu, 1977b), whether because of their nonnative spoken English, their position as a 

cultural minority, their youthful age, or another reason. Atkinson’s (2002) discussion of 

interview methods, designed for life story interviews, was used in structuring the interview 

guides, along with Narayan and George (2002). I have referred to Ryen (2002) extensively in 

planning for interviews, as her article details issues confronted in cross-cultural interviewing.  

Other researchers informing my research design have addressed specific issues in interviewing 

racial minorities and other marginalized groups (Dunbar, Rodriguez, & Parker, 2002; Vaz, 1997; 

Lincoln, 1993). Participants were be informed about the exact purpose of my study; no deception 

was used. 

Before beginning data collection, I conducted a pilot meeting with a student who fit the 

demographic criteria for inclusion in the study. During this one-and-a-half hour interview, the 

student’s home provided both a location for the interview and a starting point for a lengthy 

narrative about bicultural identity and family relations. The pilot participant showed great 

interest in the project, was pleased to be consulted and included, and offered herself as a 

potential participant for the research project itself. She also suggested additional questions and 

points for consideration. Following the pilot interview, the interview guide was revised and 

expanded. 

The interviews lasted between one and two hours. The majority of them lasted one hour 

and a half. I had anticipated several short meetings of one hour each. However, the enthusiasm of 

the participants and their interest in speaking about their situations yielded longer interviews. 

The interviews took place in whatever setting the participants deemed preferable. I always 

suggested meeting in their homes and/or schools, in order to gain insight into their lives. None of 

the participants wanted to be interviewed in their homes, however. Some of them cited a fear of 

intrusion by family members. One participant was interviewed in her home, but not by choice, as 

she explained that her family would not allow her to meet any other place.  I met two of the 

participants on their college campuses, and one in her classroom at the school as which she is 

employed. The majority of the interviews took place in public venues suggested by the 

participants. These were popular coffee shops and delis. With participants’ permission, each 
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interview was recorded using both a digital voice recorder and a traditional audiocassette 

recorder, to reduce the chances of technical error. I kept written notes as well, with participants’ 

written and verbal permission.  All interviews were conducted in English and transcribed 

manually without a transcription assistant. I also transcribed the field notes recorded following 

each meeting to document my initial impressions and thoughts about the meeting. 

 

 

Analysis of Data 

 

 

Data analysis is a multifaceted process that requires “immersion, incubation, insight, and 

interpretation” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 176).  In order to address each facet of the process, I 

will address analysis of data in the following five sections: data management and organization, 

coding procedures, analysis procedures, interpretation procedures, and data presentation. 

 

Data Management and Organization 

I approached data organization as a system that would not just physically manage 

quantities of narrative data, but would also inform the analysis and writing processes (Cole & 

Knowles, 2001). In this way, the organization of the data affected later data collection as well as 

analysis, in the iterative cycles of research described by Miles and Huberman (1994). I had 

initially planned to use a qualitative data analysis software program to aid in data management. 

After collecting the data, however, I decided in favor of using manual data management 

techniques such as color coding and tabbing of multiple folders and data segment sorting 

(Emerson, Fritz, & Shaw, 1995). The decision to choose a manual organization system rather 

than a digital one was based on the relatively small number of data sources and the considerable 

depth and richness of the data in my study. Unlike a project with a very large number of 

participants, I did not run the risk of confusing the interviewees with one another.  In addition, I 

found reading from and working with physical representations of data to be helpful in immersing 

myself in the data, “becoming deeply involved in words, impressions, and the flow of events” 

(Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 176). The physical reading and rereading of data on paper, the 

physical manipulation and marking of papers, and the process of creating data management 
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diagrams and tables by hand were instrumental in becoming intimately acquainted with the data 

and fostering creative thought (Cole & Knowles, 2001).   

 

Coding Procedures 

Coding involves not just grouping and separating pieces of data, but generating concepts 

from and with the data itself. In this way, coding is an analytic step in itself rather than simply a 

way to manage data, and the codes provide a link between the text and theoretical concepts 

(Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). Throughout the data analysis process I tried to consider the 

heuristic nature of coding rather than thinking of codes as decontextualized labels. I began by 

treating all data from a single interview as a data set to be read and reread in its entirety 

(Emerson, Fritz, & Shaw, 1995). While the initial result of first-level coding is simplification and 

categorization of data, second-level coding effectively complicates data in exploring further 

associations among data.  Codes ranged from the very general, such as “Identity,” to the more 

specific, such as “Dating among Bosnian peers.” Different rounds of coding marked general and 

specific code categories so that data could be grouped at different levels of specificity during the 

analytic process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).  

Coding can include participant-constructed (indigenous) or researcher-constructed 

categories. I recoded each narrative multiple times in order to code with an emic (or bottom-up) 

and etic (or top-down) perspective. Examples of coding with analyst-constructed (or etic) 

typologies (Rossman & Rallis, 1998) are codes such as “identity label,” “race relations in 

school,” or “household language use.”  I began my coding with a “start list” of codes based on 

my research question and theoretical framework (Miles & Huberman, 1994). I later revisited all 

the data and recoded using words and themes mentioned by the participants themselves. These 

“indigenous typologies are expressed by participants and are generated through [researcher] 

analysis of how they use language and what they express” (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 179). 

Examples of these “in vivo” codes include words participants used to speak about identity, such 

as “forming,” “developing,” and “reevaluating” identity.  Another round of coding identified 

metaphors and symbolic language used by the participants, in an attempt to study participants’ 

language on multiple levels. 

Extensive memoing helped to record impressions and formulate ideas during data 

collection, transcription, and coding. As a step beyond coding that allows the researcher to 
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record reflections of the analysis process (Miles & Huberman, 1994), I found memoing 

invaluable from the beginning of fieldwork throughout the analytic process. Both initial and 

integrative memos (analyzing themes and categories) were useful in organizing and recording the 

development of my thoughts about the data (Emerson, Fritz, & Shaw, 1995).  

 

Analysis 

I followed the analytic guidelines described by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) for 

narrative inquiry and Coffey and Atkinson’s (1996) analytic guidelines for qualitative research 

using narrative data.  I also referenced Smith’s (2001) analytic strategies designed for oral 

history interviews and Cole and Knowles (2001) representation techniques for narrative form.   

Following Miles and Huberman (1994), I also created several graphic representations of 

data as analytic procedures. Each form of graphic representation highlighted different data, so 

using several different visual organizers was helpful for analysis. Creating several checklist 

matrices (p. 105), thematic conceptual matrices (p. 131) and partially ordered meta-matrices (p. 

178) was very helpful in organizing data, in visualizing data for analysis, and as an analytic step 

in itself. Table 3.2 provides an example of a checklist matrix addressing the linguistic concerns 

of the participants. Data displays are sometimes associated with data that is more easily 

controlled and quantifiable than narrative data (Cole & Knowles, 2001). As Miles and Huberman 

demonstrate, though, graphic presentations of data help reveal core themes and patterns without 

necessarily aggregating data or losing detail (1994, p. 210). 

In much the same way as other research methods identify the unit of analysis of a study, I 

identified the “unit of narrative” in my analysis (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  Of central 

importance in respecting the individuality of each participant’s experience is refusing to mesh 

them into some indistinct, “average” Bosnian refugee woman for the purposes of data analysis. I 

therefore chose to approach data analysis, representation, and writing with respect to the 

characterization of the women whose narratives comprise the research data. Other qualitative 

researchers have used individualized portrayals of a small number of social actors to study 

broader social themes (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Duneier’s 1992 ethnography Slim’s Table is a 

well-respected example of qualitative research in which social phenomena are analyzed and 

represented through characterizations of a few individuals.  
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Interpretation  

Interpretation involves studying and explaining data analysis in relation to a theoretical 

framework, existing scholarship, and application (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). In this study, 

interpretation involved examining the data using Bourdieu’s social theory as a lens.  Both Norton 

(as Peirce, 1995; 1997) and Drzewiecka (2001) provide valuable guidance with this analytic 

framework.  In particular, Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, cultural capital, and symbolic violence 

proved salient as I analyze data related to cultural identity formation and the role of schools in 

this identity formation process. Finally, Clandidin and Connelly (2000)’s landmark volume on 

narrative inquiry in the social sciences provided a framework for interpretation. 

The process of interpretation is not separated from data analysis, nor should it be 

approached only after the completion of data analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). Though the 

traditional division of chapters in a doctoral dissertation might suggest that the process of 

interpretation follows the process of analysis but does not interact with it, the generation of ideas 

and consideration of theory may in fact be considered from the outset of a research project rather 

than after all data has been collected and analyzed (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Coffey & 

Atkinson (1996) call for a “constant interplay” between the theoretical ideas considered by the 

researcher and “the detail of form and content in the data themselves” (p. 155). I have carried 

that interplay of analysis and interpretation into the presentation and representation of data, as 

described below. 

 

Presentation of Data 

The presentation of narrative data may take several forms, according to Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000). Wolcott (1990) and Richardson’s (1994) insightful writing on methods of 

communicating research findings complements the work of researchers who have delineated 

specific methods for writing narrative research, including Gill and Alford (2004).  I have 

approached the writing and presentation of data as an analytic task in itself, “in which the form 

of our reports and representations is as powerful and significant as their content” (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996, p. 109).  

In order to present the data with clarity for the reader, Chapters Four and Five have been 

divided in light of the study methodology. Presenting narrative data, data analysis, and 

theoretical interpretation in an interwoven fashion is common in narrative research due to the 
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variety of narrative forms used in the representations of participant and researcher texts 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).       

Chapter Four reports findings through providing narrative characterizations of the 

participants and introducing data within their narratives. I will introduce the five participants 

through a combination of characteristic narrative excerpts, field notes, and brief description. 

Together, these three sources of data tell a sort of introductory story about each participant. This 

representation of “storied lives in storied ways” comes from my commitment to avoid the 

extremes of formalism—whereby participants are portrayed as representatives of certain 

categories rather than as people—or reductionism—whereby narratives are reduced to 

generalizable themes without nuanced interpretation (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 141). 

These women have experienced schooling in the United States in profoundly different ways, and 

understanding both their individuality and the complexity of their experience is a prerequisite to 

interpreting the findings of the study. 

The familiarity with the data provided by Chapter Four will allow the reader to gain 

necessary background for the analysis and interpretation in Chapter Five. Chapter Five explores 

the analysis and interpretation of data through interweaving analysis and theoretical 

interpretation through the examples of participant narrative. This analysis and interpretation 

chapter builds on the narrative introduction to participants provided by Chapter Four and 

addresses the narrative findings thematically. This chapter also explores the narratives through 

the analytic lenses provided by Bourdieu and other previous researchers. Rather than analyze the 

narratives as if they are “windows to another entity that stays unchanged,” I have approached the 

participants’ narratives as “words that are taken seriously and that shape one’s actions” (Sfard & 

Prusak, 2005, p. 21). This approach necessitates acknowledging that narratives are in fact stories, 

and ought to be considered as stories rather than as data sources that can easily be disaggregated 

and disembodied from their authors.  In practical terms, this approach requires some creativity 

because stories are naturally lengthier than brief quotations.  I have therefore taken a 

nontraditional approach to the reporting of findings, data analysis, and interpretation which suits 

narrative methodology better than the traditional divisions within a six-chapter dissertation.   

 The concluding chapter includes a traditional summary of the research supplemented by a 

researcher-authored narrative written from field notes which provides a last narrative look at the 

data and simultaneously reflects back upon the analysis and conclusions of the study. 
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Ensuring Quality 

In order to build a theoretically sound basis for scholarly research, criteria for judging 

quality in qualitative research should mirror the theoretical perspectives that inform the research 

itself.  This study stems from a theoretical understanding that the lived experience of people and 

cultures include multiple meanings and understandings of reality.  Because of this interpretivist 

epistemology, standards for evaluating the rigor and quality of a piece of scholarly research must 

be compatible with the understandings of an interpretivist epistemology.   

Several approaches to determining the quality of qualitative research derive from 

different theoretical traditions, such as positivistic concepts of reliability and validity or 

constructivist values reflected in authenticity criteria (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  In this study, the 

“parallel criteria” of trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) will be used as quality criteria. 

Because of both the epistemological assumptions and the methodology of this study, the parallel 

criteria of trustworthiness are more appropriate to this study than traditional rigor criteria of 

reliability and validity or constructivist criteria of authenticity. Measures of reliability and 

validity are rooted in positivist epistemology and research designs are therefore inconsistent with 

the interpretivist theory and methodology of this type of narrative research.  Authenticity criteria 

stem from constructivist epistemology, yet they do not fit this study as well as the 

trustworthiness criteria that will be used, partly because this research is not purely participatory 

in nature.  Although authenticity criteria could be used appropriately in this study, a researcher is 

obliged to choose one set of criteria to use consistently.  For the purposes of this project, Guba 

and Lincoln’s trustworthiness criteria (1989) will be applied in every stage of research. 

 Paralleling the test of internal validity, credibility is established by the researcher’s 

descriptions of participants’ views of reality matching the participants’ understandings and 

constructions of reality.  A researcher reflecting faithfully the understandings of the participants 

is naturally essential to rigorous and responsible research, and techniques outlined by Guba & 

Lincoln (1989) will be employed in an effort to ensure credibility. These techniques, negative 

case analysis and progressive subjectivity, are widely recognized by sociologists, 

anthropologists, and other researchers who engage in fieldwork with participants (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1989, p. 237).   
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Negative case analysis in the interpretation process is one of the techniques to meet the 

criteria of credibility. Progressive subjectivity is an essential element of credibility.  This 

technique is designed to ensure that the researcher is not privileging his or her understanding of 

the field over the participants’ understandings and opinions.  Careful monitoring of the 

researcher’s understandings of the participants and context of the study helps ensure that the 

researcher’s analysis has been carefully constructed with consideration to all the participants and 

all the data.  This technique of building credibility will be challenging but worth the effort and 

concentration on my own assumptions.  To practice progressive subjectivity, I kept a journal 

during my data collection activities and begin with expectations and opinions even before 

entering the field.  Consistently making journal entries about my thoughts and emotions toward 

the research and the people involved throughout the fieldwork period helped me identify my 

prejudices and judgments toward elements of the fieldwork.   

Other elements of trustworthiness criteria must be considered for trustworthiness to be 

established.  The judgment of transferability is parallel to concepts of external validity and 

generalizability.  Transferability to another context will be aided by “thick description” of the 

communities in the study (Geertz, 1973).  Such thick description enables the readers to determine 

transferability to settings with which they are familiar.  

Dependability, or “the stability of the data over time” (Guba & Lincoln 1989, p. 242), 

parallels the conventional criterion of reliability. Establishing dependability will require 

documenting why I make choices or changes within my research design.  Data will need to be 

carefully recorded and stored in order to ensure confirmability, or the assurance that the data 

corresponds with and represents its sources.  Meeting criteria for dependability requires 

performing an inquiry audit of the research process for dependability. This audit examines the 

process of research to confirm that it is established, can be tracked, and is adequately 

documented.  
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Role of the Researcher and Ethical Considerations 

 

 

Role of the Researcher 

By nature, the role of the researcher is never neutral or objective.  Rather, the very act of 

researching reflects on the researcher as much as the participants. This is because the fact of 

choosing a certain situation to study, as well as the knowledge and preconceptions present at the 

outset of the study, all have an effect on a research project before data collection ever begins.  In 

discussing “Politics and Ethics in Qualitative Research,” Punch (1994) argues that field research 

is always influenced by researchers’ perception, a fact that must always be critically examined in 

undertaking and analyzing research. This phenomenon “makes the researcher his or her own 

‘research instrument’” (p. 84), a responsibility which all researchers must take seriously. 

In reflecting on my role as researcher, I acknowledge that my prior experiences, personal 

interests, and political and social values have all affected my decision to pursue this field of 

study.  Accordingly, it is my responsibility as a researcher to reflect on my positionality 

throughout the course of project planning, data collection, and data analysis and interpretation, in 

order to be aware of my personal effect on the study.  For example, trust in the researcher-

participant relationship involves respecting the convictions and beliefs of participants.  As I hold 

to a belief system and faith tradition that is different from that of my participants, I committed to 

be aware of my personal opinions and treat participants’ cultures and beliefs with the utmost 

respect. 

 

“Voice” and Marginalized People 

Behar (1993) raises ethical concerns that arise particularly when a researcher deals with 

marginalized groups and other cultures.  Sensitivity to the social needs of the participants 

requires respecting their “voice” in the research. This complex issue involves understanding that 

the data generated by participant interviews could be misrepresented by an unscrupulous 

researcher with a poor research design and inadequate quality assurance plan (Larson, 1997). 

These concerns were addressed in the “Analysis of Data” section, above.   
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Ethical issues affect research from the selection of a research topic to the dissemination 

of the findings.  While some ethical dilemmas that arise in the field may be unanticipated, 

forethought into possible ethical problems is part of responsible social research.  Common 

ethical issues in qualitative research involve confidentiality, informed consent, deception, 

reciprocity, and maintenance of relationships after the study.  In addition to following the 

protocol of the Institutional Review Board of Florida State University, I will briefly address how 

I ensured ethical standards in this project. 

 

Confidentiality 

The confidentiality of the participants has been and will be protected to the best of my 

ability both during and after the study.  Just as the setting of the study is a pseudonym, 

pseudonyms have been used for area schools, neighborhoods, and potentially identifying 

landmarks as well as individuals and families involved in the study.  Likewise, the pseudonym 

“Parksburg” has been extended to reference citations when appropriate, and local newspaper 

articles are not included in the reference list as they would jeopardize confidentiality. If future 

publication of material from the study becomes a possibility, I will reexamine the confidentiality 

issue and make changes and contact participants if necessary.  In either case, participants have 

been informed that the research will be published in a dissertation—and that dissertations are 

publicly available for examination. Audio recordings, a key to pseudonyms, and any other 

potentially identifying materials will be kept in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s home.  

These materials will be kept for ten years after the completion of the research project, at which 

point they will be destroyed. 

 

Informed Consent 

Informed consent refers to the participants’ assent to be a part of the study.  Ethically, it 

also includes the participants confirming that they understand how the study may be used in the 

future. In a discussion of informed consent, it is important to emphasize that though the 

participants are currently students, they are all legally adults and therefore able to consent 

personally to their own involvement in a research study. As the sole researcher, I obtained 

informed consent directly from the participants, in accordance with standards set forward by the 

Institutional Review Board of the Florida State University.  
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Potential Risks to Participants 

Emotional risk was minimized by participants having full and complete control over what 

information they volunteered. As participants have undergone emotional trauma in the political 

and social turmoil associated with fleeing their countries as refugees, every effort was made not 

to raise issues or questions which would be painful for them. Therefore, no probing personal or 

political questions were asked. The research project is a study of narratives, which means that the 

data to be analyzed was comprised of whatever data the participants wish to offer.  

 

  

Limitations of the Study 

 

 

This section identifies limitations in both the collection and interpretation of data.  

 

Limitations in Data Collection 

As described in the data collection section, the necessity of finding participants who were 

comfortable conducting interviews in English necessarily self-selected students who were highly 

proficient in English. Not surprisingly, these students were also high achievers in school. These 

language limitations do not allow the research to extend to those Bosnian refugee students who 

struggled academically in Parksburg schools.  

Although I was initially perplexed by participants’ desire to hold fewer interviews for 

longer periods of time, I agreed to the revised interview schedule after referencing many guides 

to qualitative interviewing (Adler & Adler, 2002; Johnson & Weller, 2002; Larson, 1997; 

Barone, 1995; Lincoln, 1993; Dickson, 2003; Colyar, 2004).  This decision was also detailed in 

the data collection section above. 

 

Limitations in Data Interpretation 

Any chosen theoretical framework is necessarily limited in scope and depth.  

Acknowledging the inherent limitations of any social theory, I considered my theoretical 

framework as a guide rather than a boundary outside of which I could not consider other ideas.  
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While Bourdieu’s theory is relevant to this study and is well-established sociological thought, it 

has limits and shortcomings as does any theoretical framework. For example, the concept of 

cultural capital includes the idea that this form of capital is transmitted by families and comprises 

predispositions and values. This idea has been challenged because it does not easily explain 

changing predispositions and values in an individual over time (Reed-Danahay, 2000). In 

addition, Bourdieu’s research in both Algeria and France did not explicitly address those who 

have immigrated to another culture, and whether their experiences of finding their position in an 

unequally structured social world might differ from the experience of a native-born member of 

the community.  Reed-Danahay (2000) points out that Bourdieu’s theory also does not consider 

that children might play an active role in their own socialization (though I argue that Bourdieu 

would consider children’s outside contacts—such as with schools or neighborhood playmates—

to likely reinforce the habitus inculcated by the family). Bourdieu’s work may also be seen as too 

deterministic, as individuals in his model are trapped by their social positions and rarely attain a 

higher social standing than that of their parents, due to the phenomena of cultural capital and 

cultural reproduction.  The idea of resistance to unequal social structures is also not well 

developed in Bourdieu’s theory, argue Levinson and Holland (1996).
1
 

 While Bourdieu’s theory still provided a theoretical framework for the study, I 

considered and included other relevant theories in the interpretation. These will be detailed and 

applied in Chapter Five. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Space limitations prevent a detailed discussion of critique of Bourdieu’s work in this section. Calhoun, LiPuma, 

and Postone’s (1993) edited volume of critical perspectives of Bourdieu’s theory provides more detail of some 

challenges to Bourdieu from a variety of perspectives. 
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Table 3.1.  Refugees and Asylees Settled in Parksburg, 1990-2000, Ordered by Total Number  

Source:  Izyumov, A., Nahata, B., & Coomes, P. (2001). Attracting immigrant talent to the Parksburg metropolitan area: 
Recommendations. Parksburg: University of Parksburg.  (Note: Reference includes pseudonymous title and publication information.)
 
Country of Origin 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000     Total 

Bosnia     143 185 220 279 584 337 377     2,125 

Vietnam 312 470 318 261 141 88 89 17 63 54 10     1,823 

Cuba     8 106 158 79 412 435 404     1,602 

former USSR(all) 109 95 114 145 88 50 86 50 45 29 18        829 

Iraq   19 38 78 107 96 213 42 51 33        677 

Unknown      119 229 62           410 

Somalia     34  119 88 33 76 44        394 

Serbia     1    1 154 1        157 

Croatia        14 32 10 12          68 

Sudan      7 4  13 12 32          68 

Iran     6 7  1 20 9 6          49 

Haiti   10  18 10    6 2          46 

Dem.Rep.Congo           40          40 

Rwanda     2  5 2 2  8          19 

Cambodia 18                    18 

Burma   9 2      6           17 

Laos 11 6                   17 

Sierra Leone      8   7            15 

Togo       3   6 6          15 

Burundi          13           13 

Libya  12                   12 

Bulgaria   10                  10 

Afganistan         2 5            7 

Romania 3  4                   7 

Liberia        1  4            5 

Ethiopia   1        2           3 

Cameroon       2               2 

Honduras 2                     2 

South Africa   1                   1 

Total 455 583 486 446 519 687     1,011 806   1,256   1,207 995    8,451 
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Table 3.2. Checklist Matrix of Participants’ Linguistic Concerns 

Participant Name  
SELMA JASMINA LAJLA AIDA VELMA MERSIHA AJLA 

Proficiency 

in Bosnian 

Language 

(self-rated) 

Minimal / 

Inadequate 

proficiency 

reported in 

social language. 

Has studied 

medical 

terminology in 

order to 

interpret. 

Elementary-level. 

Worries about job 

prospects in Bosnia as 

she does not speak 

“proper” or “educated” 

Bosnian. 

Elementary-

level. Has a 

strong desire to 

improve 

proficiency and 

not lose the 

language. 

Adequate. She 

doesn’t think 

she’s losing it. 

May not be 

academic-level, 

but that’s okay 

because she 

doesn’t plan a 

future in 

Bosnia. 

Adequate. Doesn’t 

see a need to 

improve. She 

plans to marry a 

man of Bosnian 

origin and raise 

children to speak 

Bosnian, so she’s 

not worried about 

language loss. 

(Did forget some 

basic Bosnian 

words for food 

during one visit.) 

High. 

Graduated 

high school in 

Bosnia. 

High. Worked 

as an attorney 

in Bosnia. 

BOSNIAN 

LANGUAGE 

CONDITIONS 

Frequency 

& Occasion 

of Bosnian 

Language 

Use 

Once per month 

at on-call 

interpreting 

appointments.  

Daily, with boyfriend, 

mother, sister (code-

switching with German 

and English), and close 

friends who are all 

Bosnian. 

Daily with 

boyfriend, some 

friends, and 

family (much 

code-

switching). 

Unknown. Did 

not talk about it. 

Most friends are 

not Bosnian. 

Daily with family 

and most friends. 

Daily to 

weekly with 

family and 

Bosnian 

friends. 

(Doesn’t live 

with parents.) 

Daily with 

husband and 

code-switches 

Bosnian and 

English with 

children. 

 Desire to 

Retain & 

Improve 

Bosnian 

Proficiency 

Minimal. She 

wishes she 

spoke better, 

but acts like it’s 

a lost cause. 

She does study 

vocabulary 

needed for her 

job. 

Strong.  Chooses to 

speak Bosnian with 

family and friends in 

part to try to retain and 

improve. Proud to have 

learned a lot from her 

boyfriend. Was inspired 

after trip to Bosnia. 

Strong. Didn’t 

care until trips 

to Bosnia. 

Doesn’t want to 

be embarrassed 

or socially 

isolated on 

return trips. 

Moderate. She 

feels 

comfortable 

with her current 

proficiency 

level. Doesn’t 

think she’ll lose 

it. (Also doesn’t 

want to lose it.) 

Moderate. She 

feels comfortable 

with her current 

proficiency level. 

Doesn’t think 

she’ll lose it. 

(Also doesn’t 

want to lose it.) 

Not a concern. 

She doesn’t 

think there’s a 

risk of losing 

it, as she came 

to the United 

States as an 

adult. 

Not a concern. 

She doesn’t 

think there’s a 

risk of losing 

it, as she came 

to the United 

States as an 

adult. 

ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

CONDITIONS 
 

 

Retention of 

Bosnian 

Accent in 

Spoken 

English 

(researcher-

rated) 

Virtually none. 

I did notice she 

uses extra-

precise diction, 

but doesn’t 

sound 

“foreign.” 

Yes. She has a light but 

obvious Bosnian accent. 

None at all. Yes. Bosnian 

accent is very 

light but still 

definitely 

present. 

Yes. Heaviest 

accent of all 

participants, 

though light by 

ESOL teacher 

standards. Speech 

marked by AAVE 

pronunciation 

elements and 

speech styling. 

None. 

(Surprising to 

me, given her 

late age of 

learning 

English—18 

years old!)  

Yes. She 

speaks English 

clearly (as an 

ESOL teacher 

must), but has 

a noticeable 

Bosnian 

accent. 
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Table 3.2--Continued 

 SELMA JASMINA LAJLA AIDA VELMA MERSIHA AJLA 

ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

CONDITIONS, 

continued 

Reaction to 

own Bosnian 

Accent in 

Spoken 

English 

Relief. Very 

glad she 

doesn’t have a 

“foreign” 

accent. 

Regret. Wishes she 

didn’t have it and has 

tried to reduce it, but 

thinks it will always 

remain. 

Relief. Says 

she’s very glad 

she doesn’t. 

Noticed high 

school students 

mocking others 

with accents. 

Doesn’t care. Doesn’t care, as 

she’s not 

interested in 

passing as non-

immigrant White. 

Didn’t mention 

her own AAVE 

speech elements 

and may not be 

aware of their 

presence. 

Relief. Very 

glad she 

doesn’t have a 

“foreign” 

accent. 

Satisfied, as 

long as she 

can teach 

effectively. 

She has 

worked very 

hard on her 

English. But 

she likes 

people to 

know she’s 

from Bosnia. 

Language 

Choice in 

Different 

Settings 

English in 

almost every 

setting, 

including 

family and 

friends. Often 

replies in 

English to 

Bosnian-

speaking 

friends. 

Bosnian with boyfriend 

(code-switching with 

German), mother and 

close friends (code-

switching with English).  

English with brother, 

and in other social and 

school settings. 

Bosnian/German/English 

code-switching with 

sister. 

Bosnian with 

family and 

boyfriend 

(code-

switching). 

English at 

school and with 

some friends. 

English with 

most friends. 

Bosnian with 

some friends. 

(Family 

language use 

unknown.) 

Bosnian with 

family and most 

friends.  

English with non-

Bosnian friends at 

school (usually 

only when there 

are no Bosnians in 

her class.) 

English in 

almost every 

setting outside 

the home.  

Bosnian with 

family and 

Bosnian 

friends. 

English in 

almost every 

setting outside 

the home.  

Bosnian with 

Bosnian 

friends and at 

home (code-

switching). 

LINGUISTIC 

PREFERENCES 

Use of Other 

Languages 

None. German/Bosnian code-

switching with 

boyfriend. (Boyfriend 

speaks little English, and 

also resettled in 

Germany before coming 

to the U.S.) 

Bosnian/German/English 

code-switching with 

sister. 

None. Spanish, at high 

proficiency. 

Volunteered 

tutoring 

Spanish-

speaking 

children during 

college. 

Considers 

herself as much 

Spanish as 

American or 

Bosnian, and 

feels 

comfortable and 

proficient in the 

language. 

None. Rarely. 

Learned 

several 

languages in 

school in 

Bosnia, but 

doesn’t use 

them here. 

German, 

learned in 

school in 

Bosnia, (along 

with her 

husband’s 

French) was 

the language 

she tried to use 

to interpret 

upon arrival to 

the U.S. (They 

were the first 

or second  

Bosnian 

family in 

Parksburg, so 

had no 

interpreters.)   
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Table 3.2--Continued 

 SELMA JASMINA LAJLA AIDA VELMA MERSIHA AJLA 

Use of 

Bosnian in 

English-

Dominant 

Settings 

Avoided. 

Reports 

answering 

Bosnian 

conversation in 

English, due to 

her discomfort 

with Bosnian. 

Avoided. She doesn’t 

like how Americans 

assume you’re talking 

about them if you speak 

in other languages. 

Avoided. She 

doesn’t like 

making others 

uncomfortable 

or think she’s 

talking about 

them. 

Avoided, 

mainly in order 

to keep others 

from making 

assumptions of 

judgments about 

her before they 

really know her. 

Used regularly. 

Reports she 

speaks Bosnian in 

school with her 

Bosnian friends, 

and tells U.S.-born 

inquirers to mind 

their own 

business. 

Avoided. She 

says that after 

9/11, 

Americans are 

wary of 

hearing people 

speak other 

languages. 

Avoided. She 

has worked 

hard to acquire 

her impressive 

English 

proficiency, 

and wants to 

show how 

well she’s 

adjusted. 

Desire to 

“Pass” as 

Non-

Immigrant 

Very strong. 

Usually doesn’t 

volunteer her 

background to 

new people. 

Strong. Doesn’t 

volunteer personal 

information and keeps 

quiet in group and class 

settings. 

Reverse in high school, 

where she did not want 

to be seen as White by 

Black classmates. 

Insisted on not passing 

and using Bosnian 

identity label. 

Strong. Will 

sometimes 

volunteer 

information 

about her 

background in 

class or social 

situations, but 

at her 

discretion. 

Slight. In most 

situations, she 

has no interest 

in downplaying 

her self-

described 

“international 

child” heritage 

and cultural 

identity.  

Reverse reaction. 

Insists on being 

identified as 

Bosnian or 

European rather 

than as “White.” 

Strong. She 

doesn’t like to 

volunteer any 

personal 

information at 

work or grad 

school. 

However, if 

someone asks 

she always IDs 

herself as 

Bosnian even 

though she’s a 

U.S. citizen. 

Moderate. She 

would like to 

be treated the 

same as 

everyone else, 

though she is 

proud of her 

Bosnian 

heritage and 

considers 

herself an 

ambassador of 

Bosnian 

culture here.  

LANGUAGE-

RELATED 

SOCIAL 

DECISIONS 

Degree of 

Success in 

“Passing” 

(self-

reported) 

Successful. 

Says 

occasionally 

people report 

hearing an 

accent or ask 

her about her 

background, 

but usually only 

after they’ve 

known her for a 

while. Usually 

her name is the 

only “foreign” 

giveaway. 

Moderate. Classmates  

ask her about her accent. 

They are generally 

interested and 

complimentary (though 

often they don’t 

remember later where 

she’s from.) 

Highly 

successful. Says 

no one ever 

guesses she’s 

foreign-born. 

(She has also 

changed the 

pronunciation 

of her name to 

sound non-

Bosnian, which 

makes a 

difference.) 

Not applicable. 

Never even 

mentioned it. 

Reverse/Moderate. 

Reports that she 

has Black friends, 

and that everyone 

in her class knows 

she’s Bosnian. 

Highly 

successful.  

Some 

coworkers 

she’s known 

for years still 

don’t know 

much about 

her 

background. 

None of her 

social work 

clients know 

she’s foreign-

born. 

Not 

applicable. 

She knows 

that because of 

her Bosnian 

accent, no one 

would mistake 

her for a 

native speaker 

of English. 

But that 

doesn’t bother 

her, as long as 

she speaks 

Standard 

English well. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

FINDINGS 

 

 

Before analyzing data in a general or aggregated manner, it is necessary to introduce the 

participants themselves. This chapter provides an introduction to the participants through 

narrative excerpts complemented by descriptive prose and by researcher narrative from field note 

data. 

 

 

Jasmina 

 

 

After her father was killed in the war in Bosnia, Jasmina (pronounced “Yas-MEE-na”) 

settled in Parksburg with her mother and siblings only after first living and attending school in 

Germany and Chicago. Like many other Bosnians in Parksburg who arrived in the United States 

via Germany, she had already become accustomed to German language and culture and had no 

desire to be resettled in the United States.  Jasmina chose the high school she attended because of 

the large number of Bosnian students, and all of her close friends during and since high school 

are Bosnian. These strong Bosnian influences do not mean Jasmina is separated from American 

popular culture, though. Consider this excerpt from my field notes of our second meeting: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): I arrived a few minutes early and waited for Jasmina in the 

front hall of the library. The building looked quite new and modern but is somewhat small, so 

there’s not a lobby or gathering area. I sat on one of the benches across from the circulation 

desk and read, watching people pass by.  At 4:00 there were a fair number of students in the 

library. If Jasmina hadn’t approached me by calling out my name, I would never have known 

her.  It seemed so ironic to me, I had noted while living in the Middle East, that when I was 

accustomed to seeing someone wearing a headscarf, I sometimes had a hard time recognizing 
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them without their head covering. You would think that seeing more of someone’s face would 

make them more recognizable, not less. But here was a prime example. When I had met Jasmina 

at the mosque, she was covered so that no hair or neck showed, only the oval of her face atop a 

long flowing blouse and floor-length skirt. From her skin tone and eyebrow color I guessed that 

she was a brunette. I expected to recognize her instantly, regardless, since I remembered her 

face very clearly. It always surprises me how little of our recognition of persons is based on the 

actual face—we process hair, clothing, and general style just as much, I think, when we identify 

individuals.  Case in point:  Here standing in front of me at the library was a chic college 

freshman with styled blond hair, a tight low-cut pink top, and skin-tight, low-rise, expensive-

looking designer jeans that bared some midriff. A jeweled leather belt, some pointy-toed very-

high heels, and a pink sequined shoulder bag completed her outfit. She was dressed very much 

like the character of Rachel on Friends, especially the hairstyle. Interestingly, most of the other 

students who had walked by were much more casually dressed, most in sweatshirts and jeans.  

Jasmina struck me as both young and intensely style-conscious. 

 

 Jasmina’s concern with U.S. fashion does not necessarily indicate a lifestyle mirroring 

that of a native-born American teenager. In her self-description, Jasmina claims a strong Bosnian 

Muslim cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and religious identity:  

 

Jasmina: I think, like, I wanna keep my culture, you know, I don’t want to become 

American. I mean, an American citizen, but I still wanna be Bosnian and stuff. And I definitely 

want to pass it on to my kids and stuff. And, I don’t know, like, I don’t think school can really do 

anything about it. I think it’s outside of school. Basically, you know, it’s the way you’re, like, 

you’re raised at home and stuff.  

Researcher: Do you think a lot of Bosnian kids in Parksburg are losing… 

Jasmina: [cuts me off] Definitely. Definitely, yeah. Like, I know, I mean, like going out 

with an American and getting married to them and stuff. I would never do it. It’s not that I have 

anything against Americans. I don’t think I could, just because there’s so much difference, you 

know. Like the religious difference—like, I wouldn’t know how to raise my kids and stuff, you 

know. Like, I think once you get married to, like an American or something, I mean not just an 

American, but any guy that’s like not of your ethnicity and stuff, it’s like, different and it’s really 
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hard to keep up both of them, you know. Even if you get married to someone that’s also foreign 

to this country, you know, like a German or somebody. It’s just totally different. I don’t know.  

But, and like, like my little brother speaks Bosnian so bad. Like, he totally forgot 

German. And like, he’s really good at speaking English. And all the younger kids are, because 

they go to school and stuff. But like, on one side you can’t even notice that they are Bosnian, you 

know. Most of the time it’s the way they talk, they don’t really have an accent. And you know, 

like they don’t really know anything about Bosnia.  All they know is the United States, cause you 

know they’ve grown up here and stuff. So, I mean, if it’s, like the parents probably have to take 

them back to Bosnia to see what it’s like and stuff like that. I mean, it is hard, and they are 

gonna, like they’re becoming American, and eventually, like one day they’ll have kids, and their 

kids will definitely be American. They probably won’t have any ties back to Bosnia, and stuff like 

that.  

 

As I will discuss further in Chapter Five, Jasmina’s narrative also reflects ambivalent 

feelings about interacting with members of other racial and ethnic groups within the United 

States. Further narrative about Jasmina’s reflections on war, loss, and ethnicity suggest the 

significance of ethnicity, religion, and nationalism in her construction of cultural identity.  

 

 

Lajla 

 

 

In Parksburg since fourth grade after three years in Turkey, Lajla (pronounced “LAY-la”) 

works with her parents in their family business, a Bosnian restaurant. Like her friend Jasmina, 

Lajla still lives with her family while she attends college. She explained to me that it is 

customary for Bosnian Muslim women to live with their parents until they marry. Lajla chose to 

finish high school in three years by doubling up on graduation requirements. However, having 

sacrificed electives in order to graduate early, earning only average grades, and not having 

planned for scholarships all contributed to Lajla enrolling in Parksburg Community College 

(PCC), where she says most of her graduating high school class also attends. While she says she 

is doing better academically in community college than she did in high school, Lajla’s current 
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ambition is to attend Parksburg Christian University (PCU) like her friend Jasmina and major in 

business. When asked why she would prefer PCU, Lajla spoke wistfully of PCU’s newer and 

cleaner buildings, its many trees and green quads, and the campus atmosphere that “feels like a 

college.” Her desire for a collegiate experience that matches her ideal vision is so strong that she 

comes to the PCU library to study several times a week. She wanted to conduct the interview at 

the PCU library rather than at her own community college. Although I requested a meeting at the 

community college, I acquiesced when she insisted on meeting at PCU. I admit I was a bit 

relieved as PCC uses an aging, overcrowded downtown facility with inadequate parking. 

 

When I met with Lajla [as described in researcher’s field notes], she was wearing a 

hooded sweatshirt, jeans, and stylish athletic shoes. I noted that her sweatshirt bore the name of 

the university she would like to attend—PCU—rather than the community college where she is 

currently enrolled. Lajla wasn’t nearly as dressed up as Jasmina had been, but her casual-

sloppy look fit in perfectly on the PCU campus. She had a great amount of curly auburn hair 

with blond highlights, which she had piled on top of her head in a loose ponytail. Her eyeliner 

and large hoop earrings were both dramatic.   Lajla was much more gregarious than Jasmina 

and exuded confidence. I couldn’t detect any foreign accent in Lajla’s speech, unlike Jasmina’s.  

I believed Lajla when she said she had been a class clown in high school. She seemed to be the 

type of strong-willed girl who would talk back to a teacher, which she claims to have done.   

 

Like her friend Jasmina, Lajla’s typical American teen appearance (and ever-present and 

often-ringing cell phone) belies the strong attachment to both her family beliefs and Bosnian 

customs. In a circuitous journey of cultural identity development, Lajla describes her life in the 

United States thus far as a process of Americanizing and returning to a “Bosnian” identity. She 

described this process as a back-and-forth negotiation between cultures rather than a process of 

focusing on both cultures simultaneously. In the narrative excerpt below, Lajla tells about 

assimilating socially with American-born students as she entered high school and distancing 

herself from Bosnian classmates who retained foreign accents or cultural practices such as 

greeting friends by kissing on the cheek:  
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Lajla: High school, like I adapted so quickly, like, my parents were scared. [laughs] Like, 

I forgot Bosnian. I went through my phase. The Americanized phase.  In high school, like I was 

already, I barely had any accent, any sort of an accent. So like all my friends were Americans, 

especially my freshman year, like I didn’t have any Bosnian friends.  Like close friends. There 

was everybody like, “Hi, hi”. But I observed that Bosnians with higher accents like the black 

girls chuckled and laughed at. [i.e., African-American girls mocked the Bosnian girls who spoke 

with thicker Bosnian accents.]  And so, I observed it but didn’t experience it. Yeah, yeah.  The 

whole like greeting each other by a kiss. Like, we got a lot of attention for that. I don’t know, like 

my freshman year I didn’t have any Bosnian friends so, I kind of looked at Bosnians weird too, 

even though I knew what they were doing!  But later on, when I started, people were like, “What 

you doing?” [ in AAVE accent] “I’m just gettin’ involved in my culture!” [All laugh.]    

 

The practice of greeting by kissing on the cheek seems to serve as a marker of cultural 

identity to some degree; both Lajla and Jasmina mention this practice as gaining negative 

attention from U.S.-born classmates. The reaction of American classmates raises the question of 

general intolerance toward non-mainstream cultural practices in Parksburg’s mainstream school 

culture. As greeting friends by kissing on the cheek is common to many cultural groups, 

including many Latino groups which are represented in Parksburg’s school population, the fact it 

would still be a subject of comment and derision suggests that non-mainstream cultural practices 

may be suppressed by social pressure in schools. 

 Lajla’s cultural identity formation is influenced strongly by her proficiency in English 

and lack of a Bosnian accent, which she mentions often as allowing her to pass as native-born 

and “White,” though she was sometimes mistaken as Puerto Rican due to her hair texture. The 

role of racialization and linguicism in Lajla’s experience is explored in depth in Chapter Five.  

Later in high school, Lajla became interested in exploring her linguistic and cultural 

heritage. By that time, she had assimilated so completely in school that her name was the only 

feature revealing her heritage: 

 

Researcher: So, would people even ask you like where you were from? 

Lajla : Just my teachers, and, like, when they would talk to me, like they wouldn’t even 

ask anything, but when they’d call roll or something, like, “Oh, so where are you from?” I’m 
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like “Bosnia,” and they were like, “Are you sure?” [in a teasing tone of voice].  I was like 

“Yeah.” 

 

Lajla even “changed her name,” she told me, so that Americans could pronounce her name 

correctly upon seeing it in print. She did not change the spelling (and therefore made no official 

change), but instead changed how her name is spoken by Americans by pronouncing both her 

own first and last names as they appear phonetically in English rather than as they are 

pronounced in Bosnian.  

 

Lajla’s self-described “return” to her Bosnian cultural identity included socializing with 

Bosnian friends more than American friends and choosing a recently arrived Bosnian as a 

boyfriend: 

 

Researcher: Do you still use a lot of Bosnian, or not much? 

Lajla: Yeah. More now than ever. I got a Bosnian boyfriend.  He didn’t speak English 

when he got here.  

Researcher: Wow. That would help!  [Both laugh.] Had he been in school here? 

Lajla: Um, well when we got together he had just gotten here. Um, I helped him out and 

he helped me out. And then I ended up going to Bosnia the first time, for like two months. It was 

our first time back since ’92.  

 

Just as Lajla relates her struggle to regain proficiency in Bosnian language (detailed further in 

Chapter Five), she also describes being torn between aspects of two cultures and feeling 

completely at home in neither of them. A narrative excerpt illustrates this cultural dilemma 

common among children of immigrants (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001). In this 

passage, Lajla invokes the automobile, a popular icon of American teenage independence, as 

both an example and a symbol of her American lifestyle compared to the traditional customs of 

her relatives in Bosnia: 
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Researcher: Do you wanna move back there someday? 

Lajla: Move back, I don’t know. I don’t want to, so if it’s up to me I probably won’t. 

Unless I get some kind of great job, like with an American company. But I don’t…Bosnia right 

now is like so...needs help, in so many directions and stuff.  I can’t...Like, having a car here. I’ve 

had it since I was sixteen. You know, like, in the driveway, and I can drive. You know, only the 

men drive mostly, in my family. So, I don’t know if I’d be able to, you know---like, when I was 

over there the whole month I didn’t drive. And I was like, “Oh, my car!” [says it like she’s in 

mourning.] And like I walked everywhere. I was like “Ah!” [acting tired]  It’s just...it’s a hard 

thing, after you’re used to all these luxuries. Like right now, I don’t think there’s anything that I 

want that I don’t have or that I wouldn’t be able to get. That’s what I love about America. 

 

Lajla’s narrative reveals a tension between her desire for American cars and credit cards on one 

hand, and her determination to keep Muslim dietary laws, to continue improving her Bosnian 

language skills, and to only date and marry a Bosnian man, on the other. This tension shapes the 

cultural identity she is constructing to incorporate both Bosnian and American values. 

 

 

Velma 

 

 

The only participant who is still in high school, Velma’s lifestyle is more conservative 

and traditional than that of the other girls. With an undertone of complaint, she states that her 

parents are more traditional than other Bosnian parents, not letting her go out with friends or 

date. An excerpt of field notes from my first visit to Velma’s home helps set the scene: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): This interview took place in Velma’s home, a tidy but modest 

one-story brick ranch in a subdivision of similar homes in a working-class part of the West End. 

From the exterior, there was no indication that this house was home to a Bosnian, Muslim, or 

refugee family; it looked similar to all the other houses on the street. The neighborhood was 

quiet and neat when I arrived in mid-afternoon, shortly after Velma returned from school. Some 

neighborhood boys were playing basketball with a movable hoop set up in the street.  I slowly 
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drove around them, parked on the street, and rang the doorbell. Velma came to the door and told 

me to walk around the back.  I walked up the driveway toward the back door, where I saw a 

wooden wheelchair ramp which took up most of the backyard space.  The ramp connected to a 

deck where perhaps a hot tub or above-ground pool had once sat, though it was covered and 

looked like it had been for a long time. My first guess was that it might have been installed by a 

previous owner rather than by this family, as it appeared to have been out of use for a number of 

years. 

Velma lives with her mother and father, an older brother who is in a wheelchair with a 

spinal deformity, and a younger brother who is a freshman in high school. From the story I 

heard from my contact to this family, the wheelchair-bound brother had such serious spinal 

problems before arriving in the U.S. that he couldn’t sit in a wheelchair or in an airplane seat 

and had to lie on a stretcher on the flight to the U.S. His need for multiple surgeries sped their 

acceptance to the States. Their home had been in Srebrenica, the now-destroyed village that was 

the site of the infamous massacre of Muslim men and boys during the war. 

 

Velma is the only participant from a family who had lived in a village or small town in 

Bosnia rather than an urban area.  Also, her family was of more modest means in Bosnia than 

were families of other participants. Her father was a heavy equipment operator and mother was a 

homemaker, while the other participants’ parents were professionals or small business owners. 

She is also the only participant not planning on pursuing a typical four-year college degree plus 

graduate school. (The significance of educational and social class differences between 

participants is considered in Chapter Five.) 

Velma’s school, West High School, has a student body that is 80% African-American, 

with a small but steady international population which is mostly refugee Bosnians, Cubans, and 

Somalis. Velma was the only participant in this study who was consistently in classes with 

mostly African-American classmates. Of Parksburg’s nineteen public high schools, West High is 

one of the few exempt from the district desegregation policy because it is comprised entirely of 

magnet programs, which are described below.  Despite these unique programs—or perhaps in 

part because of the types of programs offered—the school is one of the poorer high schools in 

the district, both in terms of household income and in academic quality.  
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Upon entering ninth grade, students attending West High choose from among business, 

nursing, computer, dental, veterinary, or law programs. While some of these programs seem to 

be more work co-op than true pre-professional program—for example, some students in the 

business program spend several hours of each school day working on an assembly line for a 

major local business—they do allow students interested in professions such as nursing, dental 

hygiene, or paralegal work to gain experience and credentials, in some cases, by the time they 

graduate from high school. School literature insists that even the students who do manual labor 

in the business program are gaining experience within the company and are positioned for 

management-track jobs.   

Velma has wanted to be a nurse for years, a desire she attributes to lifelong experience 

caring for her older brother. She is one of only two Bosnian students in the nursing program, 

which is why the vast majority of her classmates are American.  She insists that she would have 

attended a “better school” than West High if it weren’t for the nursing program, which involves a 

heavy schedule of shadowing in hospitals, volunteering on weekends, and traveling daily to the 

local community college where she is dually registered in nursing classes. Velma was studying 

for the Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) exam around the time of our interview, and her 

program will allow her to earn her Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) credential by the time she is 

nineteen years old. She repeated throughout our two-hour meeting that the program involves a 

lot of work and time, but she feels the head start she will have in her career will be worth the 

extra effort.  

 

Researcher (in field notes): This was my first visit to a Bosnian home, so I didn’t know 

what to expect in terms of the physical surroundings.  There were shoes by the door, so I 

removed my shoes before crossing the threshold into the home.  Entering the house instantly 

reminded me of the years I spent teaching English in the Middle East, though this family was not 

of Middle Eastern descent. I was immediately struck by the juxtaposition of American red brick 

fireplace and hearth and Eastern décor. The family room was covered in gray wall-to-wall 

carpeting typical in many American homes, but the carpeting was covered almost entirely by 

large overlapping rugs. These rugs boasted royal blue, maroon, and hunter green backgrounds 

with designs of white, black, and metallic gold and silver printed on the colored backgrounds. 

The designs were similar to those found on traditional Persian rugs, but the brightly-colored 
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rugs resembled rugs I saw often in the Middle East, and have seen sold at outdoor stands in the 

U.S., rather than the expensive imported rugs sold at Oriental rug dealers. Directly across from 

the door I entered was the longest wall space, which was dominated by a large and very ornate 

gold-colored frame containing a velvet-flocked picture of the Qaba, the holy shrine in Mecca. On 

the picture’s black velvet background, verses from the Quran were written in golden script 

underneath the golden picture of the Qaba. Several smaller pictures, also displaying Quranic 

verses in elaborate golden script, hung on the other walls. The pictures were nailed very high on 

the wall, reminding me of the Arab Muslim custom of hanging the more important pictures closer 

to the ceiling.  

A large sectional sofa covered much of the living room. A number of white lace doilies 

were draped over the top of the sectional. The same white lace doilies hung from each of the 

shelves of the particle-board entertainment center which held the TV. Pictures of family members 

sat in shiny white plastic frames in the other cubbies of the entertainment center. The mantle 

over the fireplace held some white ceramic figurines with painted gold accents, along with two 

vases of flower arrangements with bright teal, red, and yellow fabric flowers and green plastic 

stems. The white lace doilies, the overlapping rugs over the carpet, the style of the picture frames 

and ceramic figurines, the brightly colored fabric flowers, and the Quranic verses on the wall 

are all things I would expect to find in a Palestinian home. I knew this family was Muslim, but I 

was struck nonetheless by the similarities in decorating style in a home whose family was from 

across the Mediterranean from a culture with which I was previously familiar. 

[Reflection on my own positionality: One of the reasons the interior decorating struck me 

is purely aesthetic: the preference for gold-colored and shiny plastic accessories seems tacky to 

my middle-class WASPy American taste. From previous experience, I know this style of 

decorating is common in some other cultures. The association with Arab homes was most 

striking, though, because of the popular Muslim elements and simply because I have more 

experience visiting Palestinian homes.  It’s interesting how I perceived the décor of the home as 

an indication of the family’s connection with their home culture, as if for some reason I had 

unconsciously expected their home to look more like my own simply because we live in the same 

town.]  

I noticed that I altered my approach to the interview upon seeing the home; I found 

myself interacting with Velma in a way that would have been appropriate in the Middle East. 
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Looking back, I can see that is differs somewhat from the more American conversational style I 

adopted in the trendy upper-middle class coffee shops where some of the other participants 

wanted to meet.  For example, I noticed that I began our conversation by following conventions 

of etiquette to which I was accustomed in visiting Palestinian homes. These conventions include 

making many inquiries about the health and well-being of household members and extended 

family, sitting with my knees together and both feet on the ground rather than crossing my knees 

or ankles, and nodding demurely to Velma’s teenage brother when we were introduced, rather 

than engaging him more actively in conversation as I might do in another setting.  

In contrast, I found myself asking women in the coffee shops more about their schools 

and jobs (from which they had just come) than about their families, as seems common in U.S. 

youth culture. Moreover, the coffee shop provided an environment for polite American social 

procedures which are unusual or inappropriate in other cultures. For example, I realized that in 

each coffee shop interview, the participant and I automatically greeted one another, stood in line 

together, each ordered our drinks individually, and then participated in the obligatory American 

custom of insisting on paying for the other’s coffee. We conversed while standing in line, 

walking, and finding a table. This social custom stands in stark contrast with a more formal 

visiting procedure, common in the Middle East and some other cultures, in which the host buys 

the drinks and delivers them and conversation is initiated once tea or coffee has been served. 

Upon reflection, I realize that I interacted with the participants in the coffee shops much as I 

converse with international college students I know through ESL classes, and with native-born 

American students I meet in student groups. In Velma’s home, however, I was more conscious of 

being the “foreigner” myself and interacted as if I were the one entering into a different culture. 

If the living room reminded me of places I had often visited in Middle Eastern Muslim 

communities, Velma’s appearance did not. I had noticed that the exterior of Velma’s home 

appeared indistinguishable from the other houses in the all-white suburb, though the interior 

décor reflected the background and tastes of the owners. In a similar manner, Velma’s outward 

appearance seemed as “typically American” as any teenage girl. Indeed, to me her appearance 

seemed  more compatible with the high-school boys playing basketball in the street outside than 

with the interior surroundings of her own home. She was dressed in a cropped T-shirt that 

revealed her navel and was so clingy that the seams of her bra showed through. Her tight jeans, 

thick eyeliner, and straight brown hair twisted up into a clip behind her head all seemed very 
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typical for an American high school girl. I wondered if she changed her clothes before her 

parents came home, or if this dress was acceptable to them. In any case, the style of her dress 

and style of the house seemed mismatched to me. 

Velma was gracious and invited me inside, seemingly happy to have something to do 

during this after-school period of the afternoon.  Her foreign accent is mild though immediately 

noticeable. She speaks with the ease and speed of a native speaker, and uses colloquialisms I 

would expect to hear from any American teenager.  Most obvious in her speech, however, were 

some phonology and syntax of African-American Vernacular English (AAVE). I immediately 

wondered how many of her English interactions are with native AAVE speakers.    

 

Velma’s situation as one of only two Bosnians in her school’s nursing program has 

dictated her social interaction to a large degree. The friends she sees outside of school are all 

Bosnian, though she says that she does not socialize often outside of school because her 

household responsibilities include cooking for the family and taking care of her brother in the 

afternoons when he gets home from his adult day care program. When she is in a class with 

another Bosnian, she chooses to socialize with the Bosnian classmate, but she relates that the 

majority of school hours are spent with American classmates: “Like, tomorrow I’ll only have one 

Bosnian kid I’ll be hanging out with, ‘cause I only have one class with her. And that’s about it. 

And then till that class—it’s third period—will be with American kids.” This school setting 

seems to have affected her negotiation of her cultural identity profoundly. Her narrative relating 

how she positions her identity within her classroom social situation is quite revealing in terms of 

cultural, racial and linguistic identity construction: 

 

Velma: Sometimes I’m the only white girl in the whole class, sometimes, you know? But I 

don’t really care, ‘cause I get along with everybody and everybody gets along with me. 

Researcher: That’s cool. Do you think most people look at you and think, like, “Oh, 

that’s just another white girl”, like just another American girl, or do you think they’re like, “Oh, 

she’s a Bosnian girl.” You know? 

Velma: Well, like, somebody who wouldn’t know me know me [sic], like some seniors, 

like, if they don’t…most of us, most of them know Bosnian people cause they see us always 

together and stuff.  Like, my class, the ’06 class, like, everybody knows me, so, you know. They 
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will say, sometimes I be joking around, like, “Don’t be saying that, cause I’m white,” you know. 

they like, “You not white. You Bosnian.” “That doesn’t apply to you.” You know, “Okay.” 

[laughs] Even better. 

Researcher: So you’re like a special… 

Velma: Yes. I’m Bosnian, so I’m not white. [laughs] 

Researcher: So do you think they see you, like… 

Velma: Yeah. I mean, they think I’m … I’m from Bosnia, I’m Bosnian. But, I’m living 

here, so I’m just another American. 

Researcher: Gotcha.  So when do you think, like, when people ask you where you’re 

from, what’s the first thing that pops out of your mouth? I mean, you’re sitting here like, “Oh, 

I’m from Parksburg?” Or, like… 

Velma: I say I’m from Europe. They’re saying like, “Where you from?” “I’m from 

Europe!” “Where’s that at?” Sometimes “Bosnia,” they’ll be like “Where’s that at?” 

“Europe.” “Oh, okay. I wanna go to Europe someday.” “Yeah, me too!”  [both laugh] 

 

Being “European” distanced Velma from the “white” students in her school, allowing her to be 

closer to her African-American classmates, in her description. In addition, I was immediately 

struck during our interview that Velma had adopted several elements of  African-American 

Vernacular English (AAVE), such as “be”-deletion and use of the habitual “be” (Hudson, 2000). 

I was also surprised that she used this AAVE dialect not only with other African-American 

students but in all the conversations I heard from her in English, including in telephone 

conversations with others and in both telephone and face-to-face conversations with me.  

Intriguingly, Jasmina had attended the same school as Velma, yet her speech displays no AAVE 

characteristics. Jasmina interacted primarily with other Bosnian students while in high school 

and reports she was not generally interested in befriending African-American peers.  In contrast, 

Velma’s African-American Vernacular dialect appeared to be a significant part of her cultural 

identity. It should be noted that the adoption of AAVE speech elements may or may not have 

been a conscious decision on Velma’s part. Second language acquisition research indicates that 

learners may be influenced by their peers’ language variety because of the large amount of time 

they spend with those peers (and the language input they consequently receive from them). 

Language learners may also consciously choose to adopt a particular variety of the target 
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language by focusing on a particular reference group and using their speech as a model for 

language learning (Ellis, 1994). 

Both Jasmina and Velma commented that most of their Bosnian peers at West High 

School socialized only with other Bosnians, were not highly motivated in school, and do not 

have strong educational or career prospects. Jasmina, who comes from an educated middle class 

family in Bosnia, said she chose West High and the business magnet program solely because of 

the other Bosnians in the program. Her mother’s insistence on academic excellence, combined 

with an attentive teacher’s encouragement to apply for scholarships, influenced her application to 

a promising accounting program and scholarships at the private university. Compared to Jasmina 

and all the other study participants, Velma’s family comes from a lower socioeconomic class, 

had less formal education, and have a village background rather than an urban one. However, her 

determination to become a nurse from an early age led her to choose a school and an academic 

track based on career factors rather than social preferences. This may be a significant 

contributing factor to Velma’s self-reported academic success relative to some other Bosnian 

classmates. Making academic and social choices based on an eventual career goal rather than the 

path of the larger Bosnian peer group may have placed her in a somewhat separate social world 

within high school, but she has consciously acknowledged and accepted this trade-off. These 

decisions will likely lead to higher educational and socioeconomic levels than her parents 

achieved. While Velma and Jasmina came from different class backgrounds, they may eventually 

travel in similar educational and social spheres as adults. 

I found it interesting that while Velma’s language and mannerisms seem to indicate an 

orientation toward AAVE culture, she does not socialize with African-American classmates 

outside of school and describes her American classmates’ low career aspirations as disdainfully 

as she does the other Bosnians at West High. While many of the nursing classmates plan to drop 

out after getting their CNA license and work in nursing homes, Velma reports, she is planning to 

continue studying for several more years and eventually become a physician’s assistant.  It 

would be interesting to see how Velma will continue to construct her cultural identity—including 

her linguistic identity—into adulthood. Velma’s social and cultural habitus is likely to have more 

dramatic changes in the next five years than any of the other participants. In particular, as higher 

education and career advancement will likely lead her to socialize with more white Americans 

and fewer African-Americans, and with more Standard English speakers and fewer AAVE 
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speakers, she will likely find herself in racialized and linguicized situations in which being 

“Bosnian, not white” is no longer a recognized cultural identity. 

 

 

Aida 

 

 

Aida had excelled in a well-regarded high school in the most advanced classes in which 

she was often the only Bosnian. Following high school, she had received a scholarship to an 

exclusive private university out of state, and was planning to attend medical school. Rather than 

enroll immediately after college graduation, however, she opted to move back to Parksburg and 

spend some time with her mother. She currently works in a research lab for a professor at the 

local medical school, lives with her mother, and is planning to apply for medical school next 

year.  

Aida disapproves of her peers who had stayed in Parksburg’s Bosnian neighborhoods, 

hung out with Bosnian peers, and held most tightly to Bosnian traditions.  “I’ve just never been 

of a traditionalist mind,” she explained. “I feel that that’s what holds most people back in life.”  

Highly articulate and poised, Aida was quick to attribute her academic successes to personal 

commitment and hard work: “I think school is ninety percent what you make of it,” she told me 

within two minutes of our meeting and before we had even sat down to begin our interview. 

Aida initially puzzled me by her self-description. She categorically avoided using any 

common labels to describe herself by ethnicity or religion, or even by nationality:  

 

Aida: One thing about being Bosnian is that you will always be Bosnian. That’s who you 

are. It’s where you were born, that’s who you are.  I never liked categorizing myself.  I’m 

Bosnian because I was born in Bosnia.  What does it mean to be American? I don’t know.  Why 

does it carry a negative stigma to it?  I don’t know.  I never believe, I never think that you should 

lose your culture. That’s something you should always preserve.  But, you shouldn’t have a 

closed mind. I guess that was a part of me that was always just natural to not categorize 

myself—take the best from what I have and apply it to who I am. 
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I think at this stage in my life I’m more like, “I’m Aida.”  Am I Bosnian, am I American, 

am I Spanish? Whatever—whatever you want to call me, call me, but I’m a product of everything 

I’ve been through. 

Researcher: So you can’t pull out one as being, “This is my dominant influence.” 

Aida: No, because I’ve learned, at least from my experience, that rather than saying I’m 

this or that, because I feel that saying I’m Bosnian limits me to behaving Bosnian. Saying I’m 

American limits me to, to behaving in an American way.  I feel that being Aida allows me to act 

whichever way I want to, without putting some barriers on myself or stereotyping myself before I 

even get to meet somebody. You know, if I say, “Hi, I’m Aida, I’m Bosnian,” inevitably you’re 

going to form some opinions about me without meeting me.  But if I just say “I’m Aida,” then I 

just have my…People who, who identify themselves with, with one culture or, or, or another in 

the sense where they want that to be their predominant culture tend to really emphasize that by 

their behavior.  I just…I don’t put a lot of emphasis on that, I guess. 

I just, I try to stay away from the label and just take what I think is best from each culture 

where I lived and apply to my behavior and my personality. And that’s who I am. Like I said, I’m 

Bosnian because I was born in Bosnia. And nothing can take that away from me. But in, in, as 

far as my frame of mind, I’m – I guess I’m just an international child! [laughs]  

 

While many other participants described their visits back to Bosnia in glowing terms, or 

as turning points in their cultural identity construction that made them not want to lose their 

language and culture, Aida said “I just felt totally oppressed,” when she visited her hometown in 

Bosnia. She was also blunt in her statement, “I am not a religious person,” which was unique 

among the participants. Toward the end of the interview she revealed some information that 

likely has a significant effect on the cultural identity she describes. She mentioned briefly, almost 

as if she would have preferred to avoid the topic, that her mother’s parents were mixed Orthodox 

and Catholic (she did not use the word “Serb,”) while her father’s family was Bosnian Muslim. 

Interestingly, Aida did not acknowledge that her ethnic and cultural heritage had any bearing on 

her own identity. I consider Aida’s complex religious background in the following fieldnotes: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): The more I reread and reflect on this narrative, the more 

intrigued I am by the bombshell Aida dropped at the end of the interview, almost as if she had 
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intended to avoid the topic altogether. But she ended up mentioning that her father is Muslim 

and her mother comes from Catholic/Orthodox heritage! Interesting to note she never used the 

words “Croatian” or “Serb” in reference to her own background, nor did she offer further 

information.  She seemed to mention it so casually, on the one hand, but on the other hand the 

fact that she almost didn’t offer the information at all, and did only toward the end of the 

interview, makes me wonder if it is a more sensitive topic than she let on, and that perhaps she 

doesn’t reveal that information in public. We discussed interethnic relations and interethnic 

relationships earlier in the interview, as I wanted to invite her to speak to those topics without 

forcing her to reveal information against her wishes. She shared none of this possibly prejudicial 

information at that time.  There are a number of possible reasons for Aida’s not sharing her 

heritage more openly. She may want to dissociate herself from identifying with a group seen as 

the aggressor in much of the Balkan conflict. Though her last name is Bosnian, and her [real] 

first name could be Muslim or Christian, some of my other participants would likely still have 

nothing to do with her, if they knew each other socially.  Lajla and Jasmina, in particular, spoke 

specifically about refusing to associate with Serbs and even multiethnic (half-Serb) peers.   

Aida’s ethnic heritage may also contribute to her lack of religious affiliation and 

rejection of the displays of ethnic and religious identity she observed on her trip to Bosnia.  I 

don’t think she becomes ineligible for this study as a result of this revelation of her ethnic 

background. After all, she self-identified with the word “Bosnian,” not another ethnic label.  

Interesting that it’s her mother, who is not Muslim, with whom she lives.  Ajla, who gave me her 

name, is friends with Aida’s mother. [Ajla is the mother of Selma, a participant who will be 

introduced later in this section.] That friendship—and the fact that Ajla didn’t emphasize the 

ethnic difference when referring Aida to me—corroborates both Ajla and Aida’s assertions that 

ethnicities mingled before the war and that they had friendships across religious categories. 

 

Aida’s family heritage sheds additional light on her narrative of cultural identity, and why she is 

so adamant about distancing herself from any of the labels which she may well see as tearing 

apart her homeland and her family.  
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Selma 

 

 

Selma was the only student who transferred to a private school after completing ESOL at 

a public school when she first arrived. Her school was an exclusive prep school at which she was 

not only the only Bosnian, or the only refugee, but as she described it, “I was pretty much the 

only cultural diversity.”  Her family had sought a scholarship to the private school for academic 

quality—on the advice of her public school ESOL teacher, ironically, who sent her own children 

to the same school. As a result of that schooling choice, however, Selma soon found that she lost 

contact with other Bosnian immigrants to a great extent. Her English is unaccented, and she 

spoke to me using Standard American English mixed with speech features common to Anglo-

American teen girls such as frequent insertions of “like” and “you know.” She has lost many of 

her Bosnian conversational language skills, so much that when she does come across Bosnian 

peers, she answers their Bosnian with English. Selma actually works part-time as a Bosnian 

interpreter in hospitals and doctor’s offices, but says that she studies Bosnian medical 

terminology for the job and is still uncomfortable with the colloquial Bosnian used among young 

people. Selma says she observes Bosnian cultural and religious traditions. She did follow the 

common American practice of leaving the family home by living in an off-campus apartment 

during her first year at the local university. She moved back into her parents’ home after that first 

year, however.  

Selma described the differences between her and her Bosnian peers in this excerpt from 

her narrative: 

 

Selma: They had a lot more, like, nationalism toward Bosnia. And like the language, and 

the music. So like, they would know Bosnian music that I’ve never heard and that I don’t 

particularly like ‘cause I didn’t, like, grow up listening to it. Or, they really like going to Bosnia 

and still have friends there, whereas I can barely, like, speak. … Um, so, and for that reason too, 

I didn’t like too much to hang out with Bosnians. Like, I don’t think I could have a relationship 

with a Bosnian guy ‘cause I couldn’t express myself deeply enough in Bosnian. And they’re all 

like that because they spent…like…they grew up as teenagers with each other, and they spoke 
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Bosnian. And they probably, their English is probably not as good as mine, ‘cause I spoke 

English. And I hung around American kids. 

 

Selma’s mother, Ajla, is introduced more fully below. In this section, Ajla gives her own insight 

into Selma’s negotiation of her exclusive school environment. Field notes from Ajla’s 

unrecorded interview describe some of Selma’s cultural identity construction through her 

mother’s eyes: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): “For a long time she wanted to blend in,” Ajla said of her 

daughter Selma. “Then she found herself.”  She told a story of how classmates would invite 

Selma to their large homes with wide screen TVs and hot tubs. Selma was too embarrassed to 

reciprocate their invitations, much as she wanted to, because her family was living in university 

apartments while Ajla and her husband were both in school.   

When the family finally moved to a house, Selma was still reticent to invite friends over, 

because the house was so small in comparison to their homes.  Ajla counseled Selma to invite 

them over, and “they’ll do what we do.” She described how mortified Selma was when Ajla 

asked her friend, Michelle, to take off her shoes upon arrival to their home.  Ajla told how she 

just explained to Michelle why they do that and how the Japanese remove their shoes too, and 

why.  She then invited the girls to make stuffed grape leaves with her, sharing with them all the 

fine points of rolling the leaves. “Michelle had maids” at her house, Ajla reported, but she loved 

the visit to Ajla’s home because it was so new and interesting.  Ajla concluded the story with a 

delighted look, saying that a few months later when Michelle invited Selma to her birthday party 

and Selma asked what she could bring, Michelle said “Do you think you could get your mom to 

make some of those grape leaves?” 

After that experience, Ajla said, Selma was no longer worried about displaying aspects of 

Bosnian identity.  “She’s not ashamed in front of them for being Bosnian,” claims Ajla. “She 

even shares her religious opinions and ideas.”    

 

Selma currently attends the local public university and is a good student, though she is not settled 

on a career track and her academic pursuits are admittedly unfocused. Though she feels that she 

got an excellent education in preparation for university-level work, Selma still speaks wistfully 
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about the Bosnian friends around whom she feels awkward. That she has constructed a cultural 

identity around white American culture is a reality Selma states as fact. Indeed, she seemed to 

relate to me more as a co-researcher than as a participant, identifying more with my questions 

about Bosnian cultural identity than with the cultural identities of the other Bosnian peers of 

whom she spoke. While she enjoys speaking English without a Bosnian accent and having a 

more “international” outlook than those Bosnian peers who only spend time with one another, 

Selma clearly has regrets about a loss of Bosnian cultural identity as the price of a prep school 

education. 

 

 

Ajla 

 

 

Selma’s mother, Ajla (pronounced “EYE-la”), also granted me two unrecorded 

interviews. In Bosnia, Ajla had been an attorney and her husband had been an engineer. She is 

now an ESOL teacher in Parksburg public schools. Ajla does not fit the criteria for participants, 

yet was delighted to speak with me and contributed a wealth of data from her unique perspective 

as a parent of a participant, as an ESOL teacher of many refugee students, and as an adult 

refugee. In order to include her valuable narrative, I have considered Ajla an “auxiliary 

participant.”  

 Since she arrived as an adult, Ajla was able to reflect upon her early reactions to cultural 

differences in the United States, and to the ways in which her cultural identity was challenged or 

misunderstood. Her subsequent ESOL teaching experience with numerous immigrants and 

refugees has allowed her to reflect upon the construction of a “refugee” cultural identity, which 

is explored in depth in Chapter Five. For Ajla, changes in cultural identity in the United States 

are inseparable from her struggling with identity as a refugee. Some of these struggles with 

cultural identity relate to social class difference, some to cultural pride, and some to the 

emotional upheaval and loss associated with fleeing a homeland due to war.  

During my first meeting with Ajla, she told me there were some things she wanted me to 

know about Bosnians before I interviewed anyone. It was clearly very important to her that I 

understand the distinctiveness of Bosnians from other refugee groups as well as from other 
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immigrant cultural groups. She first wanted to distinguish Bosnians from refugees who came 

from less economically and educationally developed societies: “First of all, we came from 

economically developed country. What you saw on CNN…,” the people who stayed during the 

war, were “the poorest of the poor.”  The intellectuals and professionals all left when they could, 

according to Ajla, before the worst of the violence.  Media images of masses of refugees fleeing 

scenes of destruction was not the cultural identity Ajla claimed—nor was it the image of Bosnia 

she wants Americans to have. (This distinction appears to mirror Kunz’s (1973) identification of 

anticipatory refugee movements—of which Ajla was a part—and acute refugee movements—

which encompass the less advantaged Bosnians who fled immediate danger during the war.) 

Ajla also wanted to distinguish Bosnians, who left their homeland only when forced by 

war, from immigrants who come to the United States for economic or educational opportunity.  

She related that she had been a lawyer in Bosnia and her husband had been an engineer. “We 

never wanted different life,” she stated emphatically. “We came because we had to.”   Even 

though this interview took place before the politically charged Congressional immigration 

debates of 2006, Ajla wanted to distance Bosnians from the popular prejudice against immigrant 

groups, such as Mexicans, who are seen by many Americans as coming to the United States to 

take advantage of job availability and social services. While Ajla interacts daily with immigrants 

and refugees from dozens of cultures in her classroom, and while she champions the rights and 

needs of non-English-speaking students in general, she expresses her own cultural identity in 

terms of distinctions from other refugee and immigrant groups.   

Emotional upheaval and loss played a role in reconstructing a cultural identity as an 

adult. Ajla mentioned struggling with feeling like her family hadn’t done anything to deserve 

their situation: “So what’s the matter? I did everything right all my life.”  She spoke fondly of 

the upper middle class lifestyle and social status she had left behind in Bosnia, and clearly wants 

her own children to achieve high academic goals in the United States—which is why she spent 

years making the long daily commute from their home in a low-income neighborhood to the prep 

school she arranged for Selma to attend. 

Ajla and her husband both worked in labor and service sector jobs upon entering the 

Unites States, but they studied English diligently and have once again entered professions. Ajla 

serves on a number of city-wide committees on cultural diversity in Parksburg, and her family 

has dedicated much time toward helping other refugees in the resettlement process. Ajla is 
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currently in a Ph.D. program in a local college of education. Her current ambition is to set up 

cultural exchanges and travel experiences for local teachers, as she believes that teachers will not 

be able to understand their ESOL students well until they have had their own cultural identity 

and assumptions challenged by exposure to other cultures.   

 

 

Mersiha 

 

 

Mersiha (pronounced “Mer-SEE-ha”) is the other auxiliary participant whose narrative 

reveals perspectives on cultural identity construction which complement and illuminate the 

narratives of the younger participants.  Mersiha does not fit the criteria for participants in the 

study because she arrived in the U.S. as a refugee at the age of eighteen and is now 28 years old. 

Having already completed high school, she did not experience U.S. schooling during her 

childhood and early adolescence. Mersiha enrolled in the local public university a few months 

after arriving in the United States.  She currently works for the state as a social worker 

specializing in services to senior citizens. She is also enrolled in a Master’s of Social Work 

program at the local graduate school of social work.  Mersiha and her brother share an 

apartment—she is the only unmarried participant to live separately from her parents. Their 

apartment is in the “hippest” area of town, allowing her to walk to the trendy independent coffee 

shop for our interview.   

 Mersiha describes herself as shy and not inclined to share personal information freely—

including information about her cultural and religious background.  She has the option of 

“passing” as a native-born American due to her Standard American English speech which 

contains hardly any Bosnian accent, though she insists that a trace of an accent appears when she 

is tired.  She attributes her reluctance to volunteer information about her heritage partially to her 

work with Americans of different ages and ethnic groups with whom she is trying to relate on a 

personal level. She is even more circumspect about her religious identity, which she describes as 

Muslim but quickly says she does not mention to coworkers and clients in order to avoid 

misunderstandings or get into political discussions.  
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With Mersiha’s ability to easily pass as a native-born American, it might seem logical 

that her self-described cultural identity would minimize her cultural heritage. On the contrary, 

Mersiha makes the effort to identify herself as Bosnian when she does describe her cultural 

identity: “[When people ask,] I’d say ‘I’m Bosnian.’ I still do even though I’m a citizen. It’s 

something I consider myself. You know, I’ll never be an American, even though I am on paper, 

but...[trails off].” While some other participants described their cultural identity as a “back-and-

forth” maneuver between two cultural worlds, or as a melding of the best aspects of both 

cultures, Mersiha has chosen to identify herself only as “Bosnian”.  Even though she holds U.S. 

citizenship, she separates her official national identity from her cultural identity and chooses to 

use only the Bosnian label. When asked why, Mersiha refers to her cultural identity being 

“formed” primarily in Bosnia and not changing enough in the U.S. to warrant a new label: 

 

Mersiha: Like, I was eighteen and still living there. You know, I mean, like, I was formed, 

my personality was basically formed, you know. Um, so, it’s  just, if you think about yourself at 

eighteen having to go someplace else, you know, I just...it’s not like I don’t identify [with 

Americans], of course I do, but I always, whenever people ask me, I say I’m Bosnian.  

  

Mersiha’s formative years of schooling took place entirely in Bosnia, though her formal career 

training was conducted in a U.S. university. Mersiha’s insights on cultural identity construction, 

which are explored further in Chapter Five, provide narrative examples of negotiating new 

cultural terrain without the socializing role of schooling which influences cultural identity. 

 

In this chapter, the five study participants—Jasmina, Lajla, Velma, Aida, and Selma—

and two auxiliary participants—Ajla and Mersiha—have been introduced through description 

and excerpts from their own narratives. These sketches, along with the preliminary analytic 

comments interwoven in each description, lead into the analysis and interpretation explored in 

Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

 

 

In order to focus the reader’s attention on the research questions and the major analytic 

points relevant to the research question, I open and close this chapter with a brief analytic 

introduction and summary of research findings.  The in-depth analysis itself is presented and 

analyzed in two major sections. The first section explores how schooling affects different aspects 

of cultural identity for the participants. The second part draws on the influences of schooling and 

the women’s experiences in U.S. society to investigate several aspects of identity which play 

significant roles in the participants’ cultural identity construction. As explained in Chapter Three, 

theoretical interpretation will be interwoven with narrative excerpts and data analysis throughout 

this chapter. The work of Bourdieu provides a lens for analysis and interpretation. As this 

chapter delves into the research findings, I will also investigate the areas in which the other 

theoretical constructs presented in Chapter Two are particularly relevant as well as areas to 

which they do not apply as clearly.     

 

 

Introduction to the Data Analysis 

 

 

As will become evident by the end of this chapter, cultural identity construction for the 

Bosnian women in this study is a complex process with several goals. These young women want 

to construct a cultural identity that will allow them to fully function in mainstream U.S. society 

while simultaneously retaining a connection to their families and the local Bosnian refugee 

community. These students perceive the ability to “pass” as a non-immigrant as important to 

meeting the first goal, and are keenly aware of the reality of White privilege which advantages 

them in U.S. society. Downplaying their cultural heritage, religious identity, and linguistic 

identity in school and work situations is another desirable component of the cultural identity they 

have constructed. When they are around other Bosnians, however, Bosnian linguistic and 
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cultural competence is desirable. Visits back to Bosnia and even the identification label 

“Bosnian” play significant roles in cultural identity construction.  

While not every participant is able to effectively “step in and out of” both U.S. and 

Bosnian social fields, each participant holds that bicultural competence as an ideal and constructs 

her cultural identity in light of that goal. The legacy of being a refugee is unattractive to their 

perception of bicultural identity construction and the participants’ elevation of their own ethnic 

heritage; consequently, the women in this study generally eschew the identity label “refugee” 

and do not associate with other refugee or immigrant students in school. 

Bourdieu’s concept of a habitus constructed within a particular social field serves as a 

useful analytic lens for cultural identity construction. Bourdieu’s social capital helps explain the 

educational, economic, and cultural resources these women bring to U.S. schools and the innate 

advantages they recognize having in comparison to other refugee groups. Following Bourdieu, 

the participants notice cultural reproduction and symbolic violence within the school. They 

identify these forces at work in student-level social interaction, but not at administrative or 

curricular levels.  However, Bourdieu’s theory is limited in its ability to account for the powerful 

social realities of racialization and linguicism. Other pertinent theoretical constructs include 

Norton’s theory of the complexities of language and social identity (published as Pierce, 1995) 

and Berry and Sam’s four types of acculturation (1997).  

 

 

How Schooling Affects Different Aspects of Cultural Identity 

 

 

School has functions in U.S. society which extend well beyond academic achievement. 

From Dewey (1916) to the present, educators studying American schooling have noted that 

schools not only teach skill mastery or career preparation, but teach students—whether 

deliberately or inadvertently—how to interact with peers, how to negotiate their places in 

American society, and how to construct their identities within their social realm.  Without 

acknowledging the multiple functions of schooling, each of the women participating in this study 

mentioned in their narratives distinctive roles of schooling in shaping academic, social, and 

racial identity.  I will first examine the relationship between academics and identity within the 



 125

Bosnian community, will then explore the role of schooling in shaping their social identity 

among Bosnian and American peer groups, and will conclude by discussing the role of schooling 

in shaping participants’ racial identity.  

 

The Relationship between Academics and Identity within the Bosnian Community 

The academic ambitions and achievements of the women in this study relate to their 

identity within the local Bosnian community.  

 

Participants are “success stories.”  In discussing participants’ academic achievements, I 

must first reiterate that the women in this study are all academic “success stories.” All have 

graduated or will graduate from high school, all are involved in higher education, and all have 

career plans which require the completion of at least a bachelor’s degree.  At least two of the 

women aspire to terminal degrees in their fields—Aida in medicine and Velma in nursing.   

 All participants attended ESOL classes in Parksburg public schools for one year, after 

which they were mainstreamed into regular classes. Their short stay in ESOL classes is likely 

due to their early age of arrival and corresponding speed of language learning, since all 

participants arrived in Parksburg during their elementary years. Each of the women reflected on 

their ESOL classes as useful and their ESOL teachers as helpful, concerned nurturers who 

encouraged them to interact with their native-English-speaking peers and tackle grade-level 

academic work with the scaffolding assistance of the ESOL classroom. Aida’s appreciation 

toward her ESOL classroom experience was echoed by the other women: 

 

Aida: So this is, that’s why I think the main thing is your attitude. What you’re looking to 

get out of it. It’s very easy to get comfortable and just sit and say, “School, provide this for me.” 

You know, “The school is not giving me an opportunity.” The school is giving you every 

opportunity to, to interact. There was nothing wrong with my ESL class. It helped me to learn 

English, it was conducive to learning and uh, our teacher pushed us to, to get involved in a lot of 

after-school activities, to mingle with American students, and mainly that’s what I did.  

 

 Several participants mentioned with some pride that the school system in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina had in fact been more advanced than what they found in Parksburg. “I knew 
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everything,” Velma said about her first math class in the U.S. “I mean, what we did like in 

elementary school [in Parksburg], like in fourth, fifth grade, we had that already in first grade in 

Bosnia.” Mersiha had a similar opinion of secondary education in Parksburg: “The high school 

system is much easier, according to everyone I know, than what they had to deal with in Bosnia. 

It was like a joke to most of them.” These comments are significant to cultural identity in what 

they say about the women’s academic achievement more than what they reveal about the quality 

of education in Parksburg or Bosnia. “Stories of victories and losses have a particular tendency 

toward self-perpetuation,” note Sfard and Prusak in regard to narrative data (2005, p. 18).  From 

this perspective, the participants’ academic successes are related to identity not only through a 

feeling of personal achievement or through the affirmation of others, but also through the 

interaction of identity and narrative by which the stories we tell about ourselves reflect and affect 

the way we think about ourselves. It is also possible that the ease of the schoolwork and the 

familiar academic content aided the students’ transition to a new culture and school system. 

The only critical comments relating to academics involved negative experiences with 

mainstream (non-ESOL) teachers, and participants were quick to point out that they had 

problems with only a small minority of teachers.  Selma was the only participant to mention a 

teacher not understanding the struggles of English language learners:  

 

Selma: She expected me to understand everything and to do my homework, and I didn’t 

even know what the homework was, or anything like that. And I just remember her being really 

impatient with me. If a student was sitting next to me and explaining something, she would get 

upset that they were explaining it to me, which, I mean, so…Judging by that, I’m sure she had 

never had any training. 

 

Jasmina complained about the opposite experience—that of a teacher distinguishing her from 

classmates when she did not seek special treatment: 

 

Jasmina: I know I never liked being treated differently. Cause, I’ve always wanted to be 

treated equally just like everybody else. And just give me the same opportunities that you’re 

giving everybody else. Of course the language difference and stuff, you know, I might need more 

help or more practice or something else. But, I mean, I can do everything an American can do. I 
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mean, that’s just my mentality. And in my mind, you know, there is nobody smarter than me. 

Well, I mean, of course there’s people smarter than me, but like, nobody that can learn stuff 

better than me, or something, you know? I mean, I don’t think anyone’s better than me, and I 

don’t think teachers should try to separate kids just because they’re foreign and stuff. I don’t 

know. I mean, I know it’s difficult like if they don’t speak English and stuff, just at the beginning. 

But, I just, I think it’s really important to treat everybody the same way. Cause, you really 

don’t—I mean, the thing is, like, you’re already different, like, you know, not being American 

and stuff. And you just don’t want to be treated differently, like you know, if they give you an 

assignment, you know to give that assignment to them but not give it to you, like you’re some 

kind of idiot and stuff. You know, I’m like, you know, “Give it to me too but you can help me with 

it.” You know, I may need more help with it, but I’m sure I can do the same thing they can do. 

 

 Bourdieu’s concept of cultural reproduction explores the influence of schooling in 

shaping cultural identity. Bourdieu specifically identified schools as playing an important role in 

cultural reproduction, as schools support the cultural capital of the elite and institutionalize the 

forces of cultural reproduction. Levinson and Holland (1996, p. 5) observed that “schools 

performed the complex work of validating and distributing” symbolic capital that supported the 

advantage of privileged groups. Certainly, schools serve to reify symbolic capital in a variety of 

ways, including bestowing credentials and honors, encouraging particular forms of language and 

behavior, and valuing the culture of elite social groups through the curriculum in such decisions 

as which literature and music to present to students as worthy of study.
1
 In the experiences of 

these study participants, however, the distribution of social capital discussed in the narratives 

seemed to be influenced by students in social situations rather than by the institution of the 

school.  Examples of social capital being earned from two highly influential groups of students—

a tightly knit Bosnian peer group and African-American classmates—are significant to different 

participants and are each explored in depth later in this chapter.     

 The narratives about teachers and the school system, which were largely positive except 

in the excerpts presented above, stand in contrast to other research on refugee experiences in 

which teacher and administrative antipathy toward refugees serve as a major barrier to refugee 

                                                           
1 Of the approximately 18,500 faculty and staff of Parksburg schools, almost 77 percent identify themselves as 

White and 22 percent identify themselves as Black. Faculty and staff identifying themselves as Hispanic, Native 

American, or Asian/Pacific Islander each total less than one percent. 



 128

student adjustment (McBrien, 2005). Hones (2002) reports that inadequate training is often 

related to teacher misunderstandings of refugee children’s cultures and backgrounds. The role of 

teachers in refugee students’ adjustment is significant, as Hones and Cha (1999) identify teachers 

as having central roles in promoting positive adjustment and socialization within U.S. culture. 

Each of the participants in the study spoke more about social aspects of their school years 

than formal academic elements of their schooling experience. The relative scarcity of narrative 

about teachers, curriculum, and schools in their discussions relating to social capital does not 

necessarily indicate that schooling was not a highly influential actor in the distribution of 

symbolic capital and in the symbolic violence of cultural reproduction. Consider the larger 

school system, for example, rather than the actual school attended by each student. The three 

high schools attended by the five women in this study were vastly different in the demographics 

of the student body, academic rigor of the curriculum, choices of course offerings, economic and 

physical resources, and socioeconomic status of the surrounding community. And while the 

Parksburg school district still practices student busing in order to influence the racial 

composition of the public school student population, this system in no way eliminates the 

inequalities among schools created by geographic, demographic, and economic disparities. 

 

Academic achievement of other Bosnian students.  The academic successes of the 

participants do not mirror the experiences of all Bosnian refugees in Parksburg, however. The 

academic disengagement of many other Bosnian young people was a common lament in the 

schooling narratives. Aida connects these academic difficulties with the refugee experience and 

in particular the multiple “uprootings” experienced by many Bosnian youth:   

 

Aida: I went to Downtown Middle School for a few months. There were about 2 or 3 

other Bosnians in ESL, but it was mostly Latin kids and so forth. But in my other, in my 

American classes, I was with Americans mostly.  I have always been a good student. So that was 

always my primary reason for being in school, was to take as much advantage of it as possible, 

to get an education. Which I didn’t find in all students that were there. A lot of kids were there 

because they were forced to be there…more so the Bosnian students.  

A lot of them had just come from Germany or other places where they had just started 

flourishing, just started making their friends, and starting to belong in Germany in that social 
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system. And then they were withdrawn from that and put in America. The same thing happened 

to me with Spain.  However I retained that drive to get an education. But, a lot of students I 

found, Bosnian students, were not as motivated. Were not looking for an education. They were 

just kind of self-pitying themselves. Like, “I don’t want to be here. Why am I here? Now I have to 

go through this again, learning the language and meeting friends.”     

 

Students who have disengaged from school tended to band together in an effort to support 

one another through their difficult cultural transitions. This social phenomenon has been 

observed in academically disengaged students from a variety of cultural backgrounds (Willis, 

1981). Aida echoes several other participants in linking the formation and persistence of all-

Bosnian cliques to poor school performance and lack of ambition in refugee young people: 

 

Aida: I think that’s the main problem with forming cliques is that—not just cliques but 

any social, uh, group that you may form is that yeah, on one side it’s good in that it gets you in 

touch with people who are like you and are going through the same thing. But most of all, it 

alienates you from everybody else. It alienates you because that’s kind of what you are doing to 

yourself. Because in unifying yourself with this group of people, you are rejecting everybody 

else. And you start speaking negatively about everybody else, like…like you’re not interested in 

being a part of that. Like, “Look at these Americans.” You know, uh, “Look at how they’re 

acting, look at how they’re dressing.”  

 

Cocooning within a clique of Bosnians allows these young people to reject the acculturating, 

socializing, and academic influence of schools and therefore to resist the alteration and 

reconstruction of their cultural identities through the Americanizing force of schooling.  The 

description of these refugee students’ rejection of U.S. schoolwork, peers, and culture appears to 

match Berry and Sam’s (1997) “separation” type of cultural identity construction, which stands 

in contrast to Aida’s integration of a bicultural identity through which she feels comfortable 

embracing ideas and peers from both Bosnian and American cultures. 

 

In terms of academic achievement, the participants who related “pulling away” from the 

immigrant peer group achieved the highest academic success.   One participant explained it this 
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way: “A lot of the ones who did go to college sort of had to get away from the Bosnian 

community and go out on their own, and really concentrate on college. The ones who were really 

tied to the community, a lot of them didn’t go to college.” Another participant was more bluntly 

personal in her confession: “I ran away from it. It’s not like, it’s my life, I don’t want to be 

around them or anything, but—I was there, now I’m ready to move on, you know?” And this is 

despite the students’ reports that the older generation of Bosnians encourages academic 

achievement among the immigrant youth.  

Students who were most successful academically were willing to separate themselves 

from the immigrant peer group and take harder classes in which they were often the only non-

native speaker. Those same students rarely reintegrated into the enclave. All are still close to 

their families and report many of their closest friends are Bosnian. Yet, they’re the least 

integrated into the enclave in terms of having intentions of marrying a Bosnian man, enjoying 

visits to Bosnia, living in heavily Bosnian neighborhoods, shopping in Bosnian stores, and 

socializing primarily with the Bosnian peer group.  These findings share some similarities with 

Drzewiecka’s (2001) report of the distinctions among Polish immigrants in an Arizona 

community, where higher achieving and more educated Polish immigrants often separate 

themselves from the larger Polish community, who in turn accuse the professional Polish 

immigrants of becoming too American, losing their Polish culture, and being preoccupied with 

their higher social status.  

The students who do what it takes to succeed academically risk some consequences in 

terms of losing social status among their Bosnian peers. This interaction between cultural group 

identity and academic achievement has been studied among some other immigrant groups as 

well as native-born students of color, though such studies have been contested as considering 

only a non-critical, static view of identity (Pizarro, 2005). I had not expected to see the 

phenomenon of peer groups disapproving of high academic achievers among these Bosnian 

students, who came from a school system they all describe as more rigorous than their current 

U.S. schools and who do not face the same systematic prejudices as do students of color and 

other traditionally underserved populations. The possible significance of race, skin color, and 

racialization in schools is discussed in depth later in this section.   

These findings highlight the difference between academic adjustment and psychosocial 

adjustment among refugees. Bosnian Muslim female refugees in Mosselson’s (2002) dissertation 
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study were academically successful but were also depressed and poorly adjusted to U.S. culture. 

While they were high academic achievers, Mosselson’s participants reported many negative 

school experiences with American teachers and peers. Rather than constructing a positive 

bicultural identity, the students seemed to complete their academic requirements while quietly 

suffering from either cultural separation or marginalization (Berry & Sam, 1997). Mosselson’s 

findings contrast with my study, in which the most high-achieving students were the most 

integrated into American culture and in fact were more distanced from Bosnian peers. Although 

participants in this study are from the same cultural background as Mosselson’s participants, all 

the women report being well-adjusted to U.S. culture, all interact socially with non-immigrant 

American peers, and none referred to or outwardly displayed significant emotional difficulties. 

(In fact, the participant who reports the most emotional ambivalence and distress within her 

narratives—Selma—is the one most integrated into U.S. culture and most removed from Bosnian 

peer society. Of the participants in my study, she is the only one whose narratives suggest she 

may struggle with Berry and Sam’s (1997) cultural marginalization by which she does not truly 

feel at home in either culture.) In contrast to Mosselson’s study, the complex processes of 

acculturation and cultural identity construction among my participants appear to have many 

contributing factors, including linguistic competencies and social experiences with Bosnian 

peers. Despite the differences in findings between our studies, however, Mosselson’s research 

emphasizes that educators cannot assume that academic success necessarily indicates successful 

adjustment to U.S. culture. 

  

Gender differences in the relationship between academics and identity among Bosnians.  

Each of the women was supported in her academic and career ambitions by supportive parents 

who encouraged academic achievement quite vocally.  In terms of academic achievement, 

narratives revealed sharp differences in the experience of schooling between the women in my 

study and their male Bosnian refugee peers.  Each participant made a point of mentioning that 

Bosnian young men were much less likely to perform well academically and much more likely to 

drop out of high school to work in factories.
2
 The participants’ families are exceptions, as all the 

                                                           
2 The Parksburg Public School District was unable to provide data on the number or percentage of Bosnian-origin 

students who drop out of local schools. However, the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study from the 1990s 

reports a 3-10% attrition rate for children of immigrants in communities in Florida and California (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001).  
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brothers of all the participants had graduated or were still enrolled in school. This is another 

indication of the above average academic success rate of these participants’ households.  “All the 

guys dropped out” of Lajla’s high school class, she said. “There weren’t many [Bosnians] left. 

My brother was left, and another one [in the whole school]. That was like my peers. And overall 

it was girls.” Jasmina struggled to think of reasons for the low academic achievement among 

Bosnian young men: 

 

Jasmina: Boys, they mostly don’t even graduate. I don’t know [why]. Honestly, I mean, 

like, my boyfriend dropped out of high school. My sister’s boyfriend dropped out of high school. 

A lot of, even the guys who did graduate, they, like, go to work after [rather than going to 

college.] Like, Lajla’s boyfriend, he graduated from high school, he graduated from Western. 

He’s working [not in postsecondary education.]  Yeah, I really don’t know why, because, 

honestly I don’t understand ‘cause, I mean the only reason our parents came to this country is 

for us to get an education and stuff like that. I mean, that’s all my mom, like, preaches about to 

us every day. Like, I don’t know. Most of them—I, I think it’s because like they come over here 

and get a job and stuff, and they start making money and they’re like, “What’s the point of going 

to school when I can make this money without school?” So I guess that’s why. Stupid choice. 

 

When I asked Jasmina if non-Bosnian males dropped out of her high school too, she conceded 

that male dropout was a general problem at West High: “In high school, there was a lot of girls 

there. I think the ratio was like three to one or four to one, girls to boys.” It should also be 

clarified that Jasmina’s comment about educational opportunity being the “only reason” for 

coming to the U.S. is likely hyperbolic as it is inconsistent with her general narrative; she clearly 

states elsewhere that her family left Bosnia because of the war and consequent physical danger.  

 Velma’s lament about males dropping out echoes Lajla and Jasmina’s narratives and 

reiterates the important role of family pressure in keeping their own brothers in school:   

 

Velma: The guys, Bosnian guys, most of them dropped out. Oh yeah, a big problem. If 

you look at it, I just don’t know, they just won’t do work, they don’t wanna learn, either they 

don’t have somebody over their head like a father or somebody who really cares and pushes 
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them all the way through. My brother, he would never just drop out.  ‘Cause my dad would kill 

him. [Both laugh.] He would go after him so bad… Neither one of us can ever drop out.   

 

Numerous possible reasons exist for the high dropout rate among Bosnian males. Immigration 

alone cannot be blamed for the phenomenon, as immigrant children from some cultural groups 

are less likely to drop out than non-immigrant students (Rumbaut & Portes, 2001).  Male 

students are more likely to drop out of U.S. schools regardless of ethnicity or immigration status 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2005). 

Students who have dropped out (as well as all male students) are beyond the scope of this 

project. Nevertheless, the academic and adjustment experiences of students who have not been 

academically successful are obviously important for educators and policymakers to know.  For 

refugee students, schooling plays key roles beyond the access to future career opportunities and 

the culture learning that accompanies educational experience. The UNHCR considers schooling 

as essential to the rehabilitation and adjustment of refugee children. Prior research on refugee 

children recognizes education as a key in emotional and social adjustment and healing (Sinclair, 

2001; Hones & Cha, 1999; Eisenbruch, 1988).  

 

The uprooting of refugee students results not only in personal struggle, but in “cultural 

bereavement” which disrupts refugees’ identities (Eisenbruch, 1988). Although Eisenbruch bases 

his research on identity on Erikson’s definition of identity rather than the dynamic and fluid 

understanding of identity at the foundation of this study, Eisenbruch’s work in mental health is 

highly relevant to this study. Like other researchers (Sinclair, 2001; Hones & Cha, 1999), 

Eisenbruch identifies schools as potentially valuable in helping refugee children adjust both 

culturally and mentally. He argues that for school programs to serve refugees effectively, they 

must allow students to adjust at a slow pace, as hurrying students to learn culture and language 

can interfere with students’ cultural bereavement and cultural identity understanding. This length 

of time may often be longer than the one year many Parksburg students are in ESL classes.  

Educators should be aware of the concept of cultural bereavement in addition to other 

mental and emotional challenges facing many refugee students. Research on psychological 

effects of war trauma lists learning difficulties, post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, 

anxiety, and substance abuse as common among victims of war trauma (Tracey, 2006; Hones & 



 134

Cha, 1999). (Aida mentions drug abuse among some Bosnians in Parksburg in a later passage). 

Given the students’ young age upon leaving Bosnia and my lack of first-hand narrative data, I 

cannot conjecture as to the possibility of war trauma among those students. Nevertheless, 

teachers and administrators’ knowledge of the obstacles faced by refugee students can improve 

their understanding and interaction with these students (Hones, 2002). 

 

In the narratives of these women, academic achievement is connected to the local 

Bosnian community.  Academic successes in some ways separate them from Bosnian peers, 

many of whom are not as successful in school. Many of the participants have found it necessary 

to remove themselves from Bosnian cliques in order to succeed academically.  Academic success 

also separates these women from the majority of their male peers, who—by the participants’ 

report—are much more likely to drop out of high school and even less likely to pursue 

postsecondary education. The following section delves into further detail about the social aspect 

of identity in relation to Bosnian and non-immigrant American peers.   

 

The Role of Schooling in Shaping Social Identity among Bosnian and American Peer Groups  

Although all interviews began with discussions of academic matters, every participant 

spent a far greater proportion of time talking about the influences of schooling in social and 

personal areas.   

 

Strong presence of cliques among Bosnian refugee students.  Every participant described 

the cohesion of Bosnian students into tight social cliques.  Participants differed in the degree to 

which they were involved in the Bosnian cliques or preferred to socialize with American peers, 

both in high school and in postsecondary studies.  In socializing with non-immigrant American 

peers, the ability to “pass” as a U.S.-born non-immigrant became important to participants’ 

social identities. Approval or disapproval of the presence of Bosnian cliques, and of “passing” to 

mainstream White Americans, varies depending on the perspective of the narrator. As a private 

school attendee who never had the option of socializing in a Bosnian peer group at school, 

consider Selma’s self-described “outsider” view of Bosnian social groups: 
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Selma: Now too, yeah. Like, they, the people who went to high school together probably 

see each other more often and are closer now, and I’m kind of excluded because I went to a high 

school with all American kids. And it’s not a good or bad thing, it’s just how it is, you know? 

[pause]  They all kind of kept to themselves. Like, the Bosnians were like their own gang that 

didn’t really like the Americans, whereas I kind of was immersed into the American culture. 

[pause] 

Researcher: Huh. So, how do you think…do you think the other Bosnian kids still see you 

as Bosnian, or do … 

Selma: Um, [pause] well I don’t think they really judge me, but that know that like if they 

see me, I’ll probably talk in English to them. [Laughs.] I mean, some of them do talk back to me 

in English. But some of them are really more traditional, you know, and like keep, you know, 

with Bosnians. And will probably marry Bosnians.  

 

Selma’s view of her Bosnian peers as an insular “gang” who hold onto “traditional” Bosnian 

culture and language is likely influenced by her perspective as a private school attendee who did 

not socialize with Bosnians on a regular basis. Though some Bosnian adults tried “one year” to 

form a Bosnian community group to do “Bosnian dancing and stuff,” she says “there wasn’t 

anything ongoing that would have like affected me” or helped her from feeling “excluded” from 

the peer group.  

Selma claims that her view of Bosnian students as banding together in school was shared 

by American non-immigrant peers, as well: 

 

Selma: All I know is from all my American friends who went to East High School, they 

perceived the Bosnians as like really—not aggressive, but—I don’t know what the word is. Like, 

really trying to distance themselves and remain, like, just kind of like—they kind of had this 

protection since they had this big group in high school. They just—if they felt like speaking 

Bosnian, they would speak it. If they felt like telling somebody off, they would do it, you know? 

So yeah, a little bit aggressive towards the other. You know, they weren’t trying to allow other 

people in and to learn about their culture or whatever.  It was sort of just like surviving in all 

this chaos… 
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Banding together in order to “survive the chaos” of a new culture and school system is a 

commonly noted reaction among cultural minority students within a mainstream American 

school system. In “Why are all the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?” and Other 

Conversations about Race, Beverly Daniel Tatum (1997) describes this behavior as a defensive 

posture of self-segregation which is often seen among African-American students in U.S. 

schools. Berry and Sam (1997) describe it as cultural separation, by which immigrants shield 

themselves from the cultural change they have undergone by their unwillingness to socialize 

with members of the host culture. Selma criticizes these students’ reaction to a new culture, 

which is so different from her own acculturation into an affluent White U.S.-born school culture: 

 

Selma: I don’t know what it is, I don’t know if it’s just like nostalgia, or something. But 

they’re not really willing to assimilate completely, you know? This is like, deliberate. This is like, 

“We are better and we don’t need to be Americans” or whatever. It’s like almost deliberately 

trying…I don’t understand why they don’t just go back. Cause, what’s the point, of, like—I don’t 

know. I don’t see anything wrong with assimilation. Taking the good of every culture.   

Researcher: When you say they kept other people out, was that everybody who wasn’t 

Bosnian? Or did they react differently to Vietnamese or Arabs or other immigrants? 

Selma: Yeah, I think everybody. 

Researcher: Even though there were other immigrants. 

Selma: Cause Bosnians are very, sort of, egocentric when it comes to our culture, and 

kind of tend to think down on everybody else a little bit. [laughs] This is just like street stuff that 

I hear from people, you know. And, I mean, they’re really not racist, but they would make 

comments like, you know, “Oh, that Black person,” or “Oh, that Mexican,” or whatever—

comments like that. Because that’s what they see here. And they’ve never seen it before.  

 

As somewhat of an “outsider” due to her private school attendance and consequent alienation 

from Bosnian peers, Selma observes the coherence of these cliques while admitting she does not 

understand or approve of her peers’ attitudes.  In a contrasting “insider’s” narrative, Jasmina 

admits that she chose her high school in order to remain among the Bosnian peers with whom 

she was comfortable.  
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Jasmina: In Parksburg, the only reason I chose West High was because there were a lot 

of Bosnians going there. So when I first started I really didn’t like it. My first year, at the 

beginning of the year, I really didn’t like it. I mean, like, Western Middle School, it was in the—

in downtown, and it was just real, it was pretty like evened out with the race thing, like with 

Black and White people and stuff.  But at West High it was, I think, ninety percent Black people. 

Like, it was very weird. Most of the Bosnians were graduating and stuff, and it was...I didn’t like 

it. ... 

Researcher: So did you pretty much hang out with mostly Bosnians then? 

Jasmina: Yeah. Just Bosnians. 

 

Though Selma and Jasmina comment on this social situation from different vantage points, they 

both note that the Bosnian social group did not expand to include other students from refugee 

backgrounds. Rather than having a pan-immigrant multicultural clique, the Bosnian students 

stuck together within their own cultural and linguistic peer group (Ringer, 1983). This cultural 

homogeneity in an immigrant peer group is logical in the case of individuals who are struggling 

with cultural separation and are unwilling or unable to construct bicultural identities (Berry & 

Sam, 1997). Jasmina’s narrative shows that in banding together socially, these students tried to 

construct their cultural identities within the relative familiarity of Bosnian social groups.  

Constructing a cultural identity that operates within a familiar social field also allows for 

less disconnect between the cultures of home and school. Research suggests that students whose 

home cultures are more different than school culture face greater challenges in adjusting to and 

succeeding in school (McBrien, 2005).  From Bourdieu’s perspective, restricting the social field 

of school so that it is similar to the social field of family and household might allow the students 

to retain much of the habitus with which they have been raised.   

Aida’s detailed report of negotiating within and without the Bosnian peer group offers a 

nuanced view that has some similarities both with Selma’s feeling of being an “outsider” to the 

Bosnian peer group and with Jasmina’s choice to socialize as an “insider” in an almost entirely 

Bosnian social world. In offering a highly introspective and detailed account of her negotiation 

of relationships within and without Bosnian peer groups, Aida’s narrative reveals the complexity 

of constructing a cultural identity: 
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Aida: [When I first came to Parksburg,] I was just very curious about learning the 

culture, understanding the culture, of course. I did experience a culture shock. Because coming 

from Spain where people are just so lively, they’re always in the streets, they’re so just 

welcoming and warm, and I had just formed my, my clique of friends who were to me like my 

sisters. And being taken from that and placed in Parksburg where, where—typical American 

cities are very scattered. So you can’t just walk out in front of your house and see people 

walking, and so—so I missed that human touch. I missed bumping into someone. And I think that 

shut me down for a little bit. And so, I went through a period where I was trying to understand 

the culture and it wasn’t—it wasn’t preventing me—that culture shock wasn’t preventing me 

from carrying on in any way my, through my educational process. But it was somewhat of a 

personal struggle for a little bit, too—to understand where I was and—and of course that was 

accompanied by the regular growth process—“Do I fit in?” “Do I belong?” “What’s 

happening?”   

 

Aida distinguishes between issues universal to adolescent development questions and issues that 

might be unique to her position as an immigrant and/or a refugee. She expands her discussion of 

cultural identity from her own identity construction process to her observations of Bosnian peers: 

 

Aida: As far as the [non-immigrant American] students, really, I found they were, they 

were like, like all other students. I mean, they opened their arms to me, they accepted me as their 

friend. Because I showed that I wanted to be a friend.  I don’t think that they categorized me [as 

Bosnian or foreigner], at least not in a negative way.  Well, first of all, I think that East High 

was, was better, whereas it wasn’t as clique-y as some schools are. Like you still had your 

cheerleaders, you still had your jocks, you still had your nerds, and you still had your grunge 

and so forth. But it wasn’t as segregated. And so, you did have that one table in the cafeteria 

where most foreigners sat. And I sat with them also because they were my friends. That was 

where I got to be with them, because my classes were with Americans. But, I don’t feel that—it 

wasn’t a negative atmosphere, let’s put it that way. You never felt—if an American were to come 

and sit, there wasn’t a negative feel about it. He wouldn’t feel, or she wouldn’t feel unwelcome 

or anything and the same if a foreigner went to sit at a different—like I would sit of course with 

my American friends as well.   
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Aida’s social field includes the advanced classes in which she is the only Bosnian, and the one 

time of day where she is free to socialize with other Bosnians—lunchtime. Her narrative reveals 

the school cafeteria as a unique social space within the school.  First, it is one of the only spaces 

in high school which is free of academic tracking, allowing students to mingle regardless of 

academic level. Second, the cafeteria provides space for social realities to be played out: it is an 

area where students can literally stake out their own space and make peers welcome or 

unwelcome to their social groups.   

 Aida’s efforts at living in two social worlds—both mainstream non-immigrant and 

Bosnian—were not approved by all of her Bosnian peers: 

 

Aida: So I…I didn’t feel rejection at all or any negative feelings toward me for being a 

foreigner. More so, I think the people were more interested to know what I had been through and 

what my life had been like, because it was so much different than what they were used to.  But 

once again, I think that, that the way they felt toward me had a lot to do with my, with my will to 

get to know them.  Because I wasn’t sitting in the back just kind of, with an angry face and bitter 

about life.  I was trying to get to know them as well.  

But, my brother came one day home and told me he had heard from some [Bosnian] 

people that I was stuck up.  But interesting enough, those were people who I had never met. So 

the people from the Bosnian community who knew me, they knew that, that I related with them, 

that I was one of them. But it was someone whom I had never spoken to who looked at me like 

that and said, “She’s stuck up, she doesn’t want to be a part of our group.” Um, it didn’t affect 

me very much. I understood what was going on there. I didn’t spend too much time bothering 

about someone who didn’t even meet me before making judgments. 

 

Integration in, or segregation from, the tightly connected immigrant peer group seems to be 

closely related to each participant’s public cultural identification as “Bosnian” or “American.” 

For example, Selma was quite separated from Bosnian peers on a day-to-day basis as the only 

international at her private school; she also states that she identifies herself as being “from here” 

when she meets new people and usually doesn’t identify herself as Bosnian to strangers.  

Jasmina, who clung tightly to her Bosnian peer group in high school, states “I don’t want to be 
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American” and always identifies herself to new acquaintances as Bosnian.  Nevertheless, 

Jasmina concedes that she would like to have the opportunity to pass as an American in some 

social situations, but this has been difficult because she has retained a Bosnian accent despite all 

her efforts to eliminate it. She is generally thought to be a U.S.-born American until she opens 

her mouth, Jasmina describes, and she then identifies herself as Bosnian when asked.   

The ability of these women to step in and out of Bosnian culture fits LaFromboise, 

Coleman, and Gerton’s (1993) description of biculturalism as having two internalized cultures 

that can guide attitudes and behaviors.  This cultural dance between the two cultures constructed 

in a bicultural identity also bears similarities to the linguistic act of “code-switching,” which 

refers to the ability to switch between languages to address the requirements of the conversation. 

In effect, these students assign importance to “cultural code-switching” competence in Bosnian 

and American social situations.   

 

“Passing” as non-immigrant to White American classmates.  Immigrants may have many 

different reasons for wanting to “pass” as non-immigrants in mainstream American culture.  

Immigration is a volatile political issue, currently, and foreign-born students may want to avoid 

the often pejorative labels assigned to immigrants.  Immigrants may want to avoid Americans’ 

invocation of stereotypes about other cultures (as in Aida’s relation of the “living in caves” 

comment). Refugees who dealt with traumatic experiences of war and flight from a homeland 

may wish to avoid questions about their experiences. To an adolescence mindset in which fitting 

in with peers is of paramount importance, foreign-born young people may simply not want to be 

singled out as different from other classmates.  Social protection, pain from past experiences, and 

a desire to “fit in” are all possible reasons for wanting the option of “passing” as non-

immigrants.  

That these women have the option of “stepping in and out of” Bosnian culture reveals 

much about both their habitus and their social field.  Unlike refugee or immigrant students from 

other ethnic or racial backgrounds, the Bosnian women’s ability to “pass” as a White American 

non-immigrant gives them many more options of how to position themselves within their social 

fields—both when they are with other Bosnians and when they are among U.S.-born American 

peers.  In the following narrative excerpt, Lajla describes “passing” as a non-immigrant student 

until she chooses to discuss her cultural heritage: 
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Researcher: Now, like if someone asks you in class where you’re from, and they mean 

like, are you from Parksburg, or something, you know, what do you say? 

Lajla: If they don’t, like, if they don’t know my name, it’s usually I’m like “Parksburg.” 

But, like, what part of Parksburg? Or from [state] But sometimes they see my name or how I 

spell it or something. So then I tell them. But usually they don’t.  My English class actually, at 

PCC now, like no one knew until we got into like cultural diversity subject, and I’m like, “Well 

yeah, in Bosnia we do things different.” They’re like “Bosnia? How do you know?” I’m like, 

“I’m from there.” My teacher was just like, “Really?” I’m like, “yes.” And she was just like, “I 

didn’t know!” She doesn’t take roll, you just kinda come in and sign a little slip. Yeah. But all 

throughout high school, I don’t know—when I wore my hair curly people used to think I was 

Puerto Rican.  [laughs]  It was hard to get the Bosnian label. [laughs] 

 

Lajla’s comment that “it was hard to get the Bosnian label” reflects upon mainstream White 

Americans’ narrow conceptions of cultural diversity. Indeed, Lajla’s non-immigrant classmates 

seem oblivious to cultural and ethnic differences unless they are racialized.  

Being able to “pass” as non-immigrant did not guarantee these women close friendships 

among mainstream American students, though. Lajla and Aida describe socializing freely and 

easily with non-immigrant classmates and being comfortable in the mainstream social field of 

high school. Selma did not experience such an easy transition into mainstream school social life. 

“I pretty much kind of kept to myself,” Selma said of her middle and high school years. She 

describes her classmates at her private school as “their own isolated group” of an “elite class” 

who “only hang out in their country clubs and…go on vacation together.” When she sees her 

former classmates now, “I think they still think of me as like ‘the Bosnian girl,’ and I still notice 

they are a lot more, um--they’re just not really aware of cultural differences…When they notice 

differences, like, their comments would be sort of discriminatory.” Although Selma is able to 

pass as a non-immigrant to current acquaintances in college, her cultural heritage and identity 

kept her from truly fitting into the stringent social world of her prep school.  While the ability to 

“step in and out of” multiple cultures is generally socially advantageous to the study participants, 

Selma seems to be experiencing the flipside of that phenomenon. Rather than constructing a 
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cultural identity that is capable of relating comfortably in two cultures, Selma seems to be 

suffering from what has been called “Neither here nor there” syndrome. “Ni de aqui ni de alla” in 

Spanish, this phrase has been used to describe immigrants’ feeling “at home” neither in their 

homeland nor their country of residence.   

In Bourdieu’s terminology, Selma reconstructed her habitus when she entered the new 

social field of her private school. In the effort to gain enough social capital to engage her elite 

peers, she sacrificed the cultural and linguistic capital necessary for social transactions with 

Bosnian peers. Although she attended Prep throughout middle and high school, Selma never 

acquired the right cultural capital to be fully accepted into the social “economy” of the private 

school. Cultural reproduction, through which the school validates and reifies the social capital of 

the elite, worked against Selma’s full acceptance in school society. The home is the primary site 

for endowing the next generation with social capital. Selma’s parents, though possessed of 

considerable education and knowledge, were professionally devalued by their loss of credentials 

upon leaving Bosnia, kept cultural traditions which were not valued as cultural capital by the 

other students’ inherited cultural expectations, and were financially unable to send Selma to elite 

country clubs and ski vacations with her classmates.  Now on the cusp of adulthood, Selma has 

constructed a social identity which allows her to “step in and out of” Bosnian and American 

cultures on a relatively superficial social level.  Her personal cultural identity, however, as 

described through her narrative and her indications of where she feels most “at home,” might 

more accurately be described as “neither here nor there.” 

Selma’s experience might be described by Berry and Sam (1997) as marginalized rather 

than successfully bicultural, as it fits Berry and Sam’s description of a marginalized cultural 

identity as feeling at home in neither culture. Alternately, one could argue that she has indeed 

constructed a bicultural identity, but that it is an oppositional bicultural identity (Benet-Martínez 

et al, 2002) which has difficulty integrating the two different cultures.  The latter 

conceptualization may be closer to Selma’s lived experience as she describes in her narratives, as 

cultural marginalization often results in depression, low self-esteem, withdrawal from cultural 

identification behaviors, and low achievement (Berry & Sam, 1997). While Selma may or not be 

depressed (as such a diagnosis is well beyond the scope of this study), she is very high 

functioning and active in cultural activities at her mosque and with her family. 
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Both war and immigration result in changes in participants’ “field,” their social 

landscape. After war and again after immigration, habitus is restructured. As a result, cultural 

identity must be reconstructed in the United States.  It is interesting to note that only one of my 

participants explicitly talked about “reconstructing” identities, or referred to a change in an 

already formed identity. The sole mention of changes to existing identity came from Aida when 

she was describing how much more difficult her transition to the U.S. was, in comparison with 

her first move from Bosnia to Spain:  

 

Aida: I just embraced the Spanish culture as if it were my own, because that’s still the 

stage when you’re learning, you know, your environment—when, when you’re…I’m sorry, I was 

a neuroscience major [laughs]…I mean, at that stage your brain is still forming, and so it’s, it’s 

forming itself based on your environment. And I think if you have already been shaped partially 

by a different culture, it’s more difficult to, to step away from it and take on a whole new 

[culture]. 

 

Aida uses her background in neuroscience to describe a scenario which Bourdieu would analyze 

in terms of changes in social field and subsequent required changes in habitus. 

In commenting about the stages at which the brain is forming, Aida is referring to the age 

of a person undergoing the cultural transition she describes.   Aida was nine years old when she 

left Bosnia for Spain, but had already entered adolescence by the time she came to the United 

States a few years later. Age of entry may be a primary reason why the other participants did not 

mention reconstructing or changing an already formed identity.  Compared to Aida, the other 

women were younger when they entered the United States and had not had many years of 

schooling elsewhere before attending Parksburg schools. “When I came here,” Selma explains, 

“I was developing my identity as a person ‘cause I was so young.” Lajla says she now “tries to 

be” more Bosnian after going through an “Americanized phase” upon first entering Parksburg 

schools; this effort seems to describe  the “stepping in and out of” cultural identities more than 

changing a former cultural identity.   

The one woman who speaks about retaining her former Bosnian cultural identity, 

Mersiha, was eighteen years old when she arrived in the United States and had therefore grown 
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up in an entirely Bosnian culture. She says, “[Bosnian is] something I consider myself. You 

know, I’ll never be an American, even though I am on paper.” Even though she talks about not 

changing her cultural identity and refers to identity as a fixed entity, Mersiha also states that she 

“passes” as a U.S.-born American at work, does not generally identify herself as Bosnian to 

peers, and has no intention of returning to Bosnia.  While she personally identifies her cultural 

identity as Bosnian and rejects an “American” cultural identity, the change in her social field has 

clearly affected her habitus and her everyday social interactions. Cultural, ethnic, and religious 

identities become “a contested cultural capital through which habitus distinctions are articulated” 

(Drzewiecka., 2001, p. 249). In the United States, construction of cultural identity, as well as 

religious identity and ethnic identity, is based on this restructured habitus. 

The participants’ habitus has been influenced by external social conditions. Examples of 

these external social factors include the social field of the school and the ways in which the 

Bosnian women are perceived and treated by peers.  As habitus reveals and reflects the social 

position of individuals within a particular social field, so it also comprises assumptions and 

attitudes about the social field.   

 

Connection to Bosnian enclave as young adults.  The social field of the school had a 

significant effect on how the students described and defined a Bosnian cultural identity.  

Specifically, the degree to which they were in a Bosnian enclave of sorts in school related to how 

strongly they report being connected to the Bosnian community now as young adults. For 

example, those students who had the most contact with other Bosnian students in middle and 

high school are the same ones who are in closest contact with other Bosnians on a daily basis 

now that they’re out of school. Such an orientation to the ethnic enclave mirrors the middle 

category of Portes and Rumbaut’s (2001) segmented assimilation theory, by which upward 

mobility and ethnic solidarity form the hallmark of some immigrant groups’ acculturation.   

 

Researcher:  Now that you’re back here [after leaving for college out of state], do you 

notice a lot of changes in the Bosnian community? 

Aida: Unfortunately, no.  The people who were there in the back of the class are still 

here, you know, they’re either…Some are into drugs. A lot of people are into drugs. Others are 

kind of working, you know, temporary jobs or hopping from one job to another, and trying to 
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realize why they’re unhappy. Um, others have returned to school and are taking it a lot more 

seriously. Some have gotten married. Some of those marriages are happy marriages, others are, 

“Why did I do this? I was too young.”  And so, all in all I feel happy about my choices and what 

I did. Engaging more with the American community did not alienate me from the Bosnian 

community in the sense that my two best friends from high school are still Bosnian. And now that 

I’ve returned here from college, all my friends are Bosnian. And so, in the greater framework it 

didn’t alienate from the community whatsoever.  And uh, and more so what I feel from the older 

Bosnian crowd, from the parents, they feel proud of me in a way, because I represent the 

Bosnian community in a positive light. Because, they also get tired of seeing our students come 

here with bright minds but unmotivated. They just get lost sometimes. So they’re happy when 

they see people like me and my friends who are, you know, trying to do something for ourselves 

and really pursuing what we want to do.  

 

The students who were most closely linked to other Bosnians in school were also those 

who now follow more traditional Bosnian customs as adults rather than living as their US-born 

peers.  These customs include living with their parents until they marry rather than living in a 

dormitory or apartment, adopting traditional gender roles such as cooking for fathers and 

brothers, following traditional restrictions regarding dating, talking about marriage in their 

future, and stating they would only marry a Bosnian man.  Both Lajla and Jasmina stated 

unequivocally that they would live with their parents until they moved in with their husbands; 

“It’s Bosnian custom,” Lajla said. Velma had been in charge of cooking for her father and 

brothers since middle school and was not allowed to date. Selma, Lajla, Jasmina, and Velma all 

initiated conversations about marriage, which somewhat surprised me given their young ages. 

While Selma stated that she doubted she could marry a Bosnian man because of her discomfort 

with the language, Lajla, Jasmina, and Velma all volunteered that they would only marry 

Bosnians.  

The less attached they were to the local Bosnian community, the higher the degree of 

criticism the women expressed about other Bosnians in the town. Aida’s excerpt in the paragraph 

above, and Aida and Selma’s narrative earlier in this section, provide examples of more critical 

opinions about Bosnian peers and the Bosnian community in Parksburg in general.  The students 

who socialized more with other Bosnians and kept more traditional customs were also the ones 
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who came from families who socialized primarily with other Bosnians and kept traditional 

Bosnian customs more closely. Therefore, the social field of their families affected the 

participants’ habitus, with regard to their comfort within the Bosnian social group, to a great 

extent.  

 Exploring the social field of participants’ families leads to a discussion of social class 

distinctions within the Bosnian refugee community in Parksburg.  Most participants in this study 

come from well-educated, professional families from urban areas in the former Yugoslavia. 

Velma is the only participant whose parents came from a village, were less educated, and were 

skilled laborers in Bosnia. Although issues of social class were not prominent in the narratives, 

they did surface occasionally. When speaking about Bosnian student’s perceptions of race in 

U.S. schools, for example, Ajla stated that “maybe some lower-class” Bosnians might have racial 

prejudices.  When asked for details, Ajla described these class distinctions as based on the 

neighborhoods where Bosnians live in Parksburg and their corresponding American influences.  

When Bosnians first arrived in Parksburg, they were given apartments in a poor and heavily 

African-American section of town. Most Bosnian families moved to different neighborhoods 

within a few years of their arrival in Parksburg; some chose primarily White American 

neighborhoods, while others opted to live near other Bosnians in mixed-race, largely immigrant 

pockets of Parksburg. While I have not found adequate data to explore a possible relationship 

between social class in Bosnia and the demographic composition of neighborhoods in the U.S.,  

data from this study does not support Ajla’s claim that “lower-class” Bosnians would be more 

likely to have racial prejudices. Indeed, the only participant from a working-class background in 

Bosnia—Velma—is the student most closely identified with her African-American classmates. 

While sensitivity to social class differences within the Bosnian community is important, 

distinctions of social class were not often obvious within the data. 

The segmented assimilation theory described by Portes and Rumbaut (2001) seems to fit 

other immigrant groups more neatly than it does Bosnian refugees. For example, Portes and 

Rumbaut’s “straight line theory” of upward mobility involves immigrants quickly assimilating 

into mainstream White middle-class society, while the ethnic enclave groups become upwardly 

mobile through their ethnic solidarity and the strength of their communities. These participants’ 

narratives would seem to suggest that the women in my study are more likely to belong to the 

first group, as they are all upwardly mobile both academically and professionally and they are 
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more interested in “passing” and acceptance among U.S. peers than they are in operating within 

the ethnic enclave. While Lajla works in her family’s restaurant, that is not her long-term career 

plan; indeed, none of the women’s future plans involves working within their Bosnian 

community. Lajla, Jasmina, and Velma explicitly mentioned the importance of choosing a 

Bosnian marriage partner; otherwise, their upward mobility seems more oriented to mainstream 

U.S. society than to the ethnic enclave. At the same time, participant descriptions of their 

Bosnian peers indicates that many other young Bosnian refugees are closely tied to the enclave 

and are constructing cultural identities that are more “separated” from U.S. society than 

“integrated” or bicultural (Berry & Sam, 1997). Narratives of high school attrition and drug use 

would suggest Berry and Sam’s cultural identity marginalization and Portes and Rumbaut’s 

downward assimilation into the underclass. Perhaps the acculturation of Bosnian refugees is 

more segmented even than Portes and Rumbaut’s segmented assimilation theory accounts for. 

Rather than assigning entire cultural groups to one of the three types of assimilation experience, I 

would argue that the Bosnian refugee experience in the United States is more complex than the 

acculturation processes described by segmented assimilation theory. 

 

The Role of Schooling in Shaping Racial Identity 

Issues of race and racial identity figured prominently in the narrative data about school 

experiences. Each participant mentioned racial issues in her interview, usually in a variety of 

instances. Analysis and discussion of racial identity is explored in four dimensions: the 

participants’ perceptions of race as a social construct, the persistent reality of “White privilege”, 

the construction of racial identity in school, and Bosnian racial identity as assigned by non-

immigrant American students.     

 

Participants’ perceptions of race.  Though social scientists describe “race” as a social 

construct rather than a biological reality (Chubbuck, 2004), Americans can easily take for 

granted that our commonly-used categorizations of people are far from universal.  In a self-

conscious and somewhat embarrassed tone, Lajla related how her awareness of race unfolded 

upon arriving in Parksburg: 
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Lajla: Like, I’d never seen a Black person before. And when I saw one on TV, I thought it 

was like makeup or something. I really did. And, like, I thought when I first [came here] we lived 

in Park Place for six months. [low-income apartments with a large refugee population.] There’s 

a lot of Black people [there], like more African, like, directly Africa.  And I thought they were 

Gypsies. You know, in Bosnia, if you were like darker, you were a Gypsy.  So, I asked my mom, 

she’s like “No!” [in a warning tone] I was such a dork. I swear I thought they were Gypsies!  

And, like, at Western Elementary, like, it was more Black. So by the time I got to high school, 

like, I was comfortable with other races. 

 

Like Lajla, Selma discovered her conceptualization of race in Bosnia did not match common 

American racial perceptions.  Her initial understanding of the social concept of race included an 

early awareness of the realities of prejudice and social values ascribed to race. As part of the 

Parksburg school desegregation plan, Selma was bussed to a predominantly African-American 

elementary school in the western part of the city.  I asked if her fourth-grade classmates knew 

she was Bosnian, or if they saw her as one of the other bussed students.   

 

Selma: Oh. Well, at that time I had no idea about, like, any…I had no concept of race. So 

I don’t know how they viewed me. 

Researcher: Like, you said you had no concept of race. What do you think…how do you 

think that started …like, when did you start to think about stuff like that? 

Selma: Uh, well I’m still learning. [laughs] I’m still finding out how racist this country is. 

Um, well, like an example is, when my mom got her first job working as a dental assistant, she 

would walk down Elm Street, and there’s a lot of Black people in that neighborhood. And so the 

people at work would question her, like, “Oh my God, how can you be walking there? Aren’t you 

afraid?”  And my mom would be like, “Afraid of what?” You know? Because we didn’t have—

we didn’t think of anybody differently. Other than as people, you know. So, then you start to like, 

um, adapt, and you start to think like the culture that you’ve been in, you know?  ‘Cause in our 

country, everybody’s White, and before that, I never even considered that my skin had anything 

to do with my identity, or who I am, or, you know? Like, I had seen a Black person once before 

when I was little, like a tourist maybe. And I thought it was cool or whatever, but I didn’t think 
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anything of it, you know? And here, everybody was interesting to me to see, like, different people, 

and different, like, styles.   

 

Selma’s understanding of American categorization of race grows hand in hand with her 

perceptions of racial prejudice.  Selma’s mother, Ajla, offered her perspective on Bosnian 

students and American racial issues, as recorded in a fieldnote: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): As we discussed what might be discovered in a study of 

cultural identity formation, Ajla brought up the idea of Bosnian youth finding their place in the 

race- and class-oriented culture of schools. When I asked for details, she said she would expect 

to find “no racial issues” among Bosnian young people, which in context I understood as 

meaning that she thought Bosnian teenagers would be unlikely to display racial prejudice.  Since 

there were no Black people in the former Yugoslavia, she reported, Bosnians had no reason to 

dislike African-Americans.  She thought that Bosnians would be seen as White, based on skin 

color. She then added that despite their skin color, she thought Bosnians had “more things in 

common with Black people” than with White Americans. In Bosnian culture, she explained, 

people live in intergenerational households, have strong community ties with their neighbors, 

spend evenings “hanging around on your porch,” and have other similarities with what she saw 

as Black culture.  

 

Throughout my interviews with Ajla, she was generally only willing to say positive things about 

Bosnian students. Therefore, her narrative should be considered in the light of her stated 

commitment to represent Bosnians well—a commitment which led her to tell me stories she then 

forbade me to use as data as they did not reflect the way she wanted to portray Bosnian students.   

Ajla’s characterization of Bosnians’ perception of race in the U.S. differs from the 

descriptions offered by non-Bosnian Americans who worked with Bosnians in the refugee 

resettlement process. Two resettlement workers from two different agencies commented in 

preliminary interviews that many Bosnians’ high standard of living back in their home country, 

combined with the racial prejudice learned from the American media, led to dissatisfaction for 

many Bosnian families who did not want to live or attend school in the poorer areas of town with 

higher African-American populations.  These comments came from non-immigrants who were 
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not participants in the study, and therefore their narratives do not appear in depth as part of this 

study. Their relevant comments are mentioned here only as auxiliary data that may add further 

dimensions to the participants’ data about perceptions of race. 

 

White privilege.  Although none of the participants mentioned the phrase “White 

privilege” and may not have ever heard a discussion of the concept, most of the participants were 

keenly aware of the advantages available to them in American society due to their racialization 

as “White.”  For example, I did not have a chance to ask Mersiha anything about race during the 

course of our interview. She raised the issue almost immediately in the conversation and invoked 

the concept of White privilege:  

 

Researcher: Well is there anything that you can think of, like, that I should know—like, 

some common experiences that a lot of people you know have had, with adjusting to school and 

stuff like that? 

Mersiha: Well, for one, Bosnians are White.  So when somebody looks at me, they can’t 

tell that I’m from a different country, you know, or that I’m a different religion or something. So 

we have that advantage, you know. Versus some other immigrants, when you look at them and 

the way they dress, you know, “Wow, where are they from?” You know, like, look like they’re 

from a different country. So that is one advantage that we have, really. 

Researcher: Do you think it makes much of a difference? 

Mersiha: I do. I’m very...I do think so.  I mean, racial stuff here, you know,  

racism—a lot of people think it’s not, you know—I mean, it’s so still here. Especially kids, yeah. 

And I know teachers wouldn’t discriminate or anything, but I think those kids that look different 

do have a harder time. You know, think about them. They just came from a culture where 

everybody looks like them. And then they come here and nobody looks like them. Or few people 

do, you know. They feel, “Wow,” you know. So I think that’s one thing. 

 

In her narrative, Mersiha emphasizes that the advantages conferred with Whiteness are not all 

related to deliberate acts of racism, but are nevertheless prevalent throughout society.  Mersiha is 

describing the sociological principle that immigrants who have more physical and cultural 

similarities to the mainstream culture will be more easily and quickly accepted by that host 
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culture. In the United States, race trumps other physical and cultural factors as “a paramount 

criterion of social acceptance that can overwhelm the influence of class background, religion, or 

language” for newcomers entering mainstream U.S. society (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 47). 

Understanding that White privilege has real value relates to Bourdieu’s concept of social 

capital.  Regardless of their habitus in the social fields in their home communities, the women in 

this study entered U.S. society with some social capital already “in the bank,” so to speak. The 

pervasive reality of White privilege in U.S. society has a social value that affords these women 

an advantage of social position which some other immigrants and refugees do not possess upon 

arrival in the United States. Portes and Rumbaut (2001, p. 47) choose finance-oriented language 

that echoes Bourdieu’s social capital when they state that nonwhite immigrants “may receive 

lower returns” for education, work experience, and other social capital-building investments in 

comparison to White immigrants to the United States. This social dynamic is perhaps particularly 

noticeable—and perhaps stronger—in Parksburg than in some other U.S. communities, as 

Parksburg does not have nearly as much international cultural diversity as most larger U.S. cities. 

Parksburg’s Southern geography and history also contributes to a historically dualistic perception 

of race in Black/White terms rather than a more pluralistic view which may be more common in 

other cities. 

 The concept of White privilege is relevant to these Bosnian women because of their 

ability to “pass” as non-immigrant White students, as discussed in an earlier section. The ability 

to pass in mainstream U.S. society indicates the students’ skill at taking advantage of White 

privilege. This “passing” and the social capital accrued by their racialization as White can be 

jeopardized if their foreign-born identity is revealed by language or religious identification which 

places them outside of the White American mainstream: 

 

Researcher: You mentioned religion too. Is that--especially now after September 11
th

 and 

everything--do you  notice a difference in people’s attitudes? 

Mersiha: Um...again, we don’t look like terrorists, you know? So, um, so yeah, before 

September 11
th

, usually when I’m out with my friends we’re talking with Bosnian, and someone’s 

like, “Oh, where are you from?” [in a happy, interested voice]. People are always like, “Where 

are you from?” [positive, interested tone]. After September 11
th

 it was more like, not mean looks, 

but just like, “You’re not American,” [suspicious, begrudging tone]. Or “not Amur’c’n.”  
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[mocking Southern accent]. [Both laugh.] So, um, I’m pretty sure that me having a pretty 

positive immigrant experience here is due to the fact that I’m White. I really believe that. 

Because if I wasn’t, if I was lookin’, you know, Arab or, you know, anything else, I think I would 

run into more...sort of...[pause]...I don’t know. 

 

Mersiha’s description of the social risks of revealing her linguistic and religious background also 

reveals her belief that the social capital conferred by Whiteness offsets and usually compensates 

for the possible costs of linguistic and religious diversity. 

 Symbolic violence, another of Bourdieu’s key concepts, is one of the products of White 

privilege.  In the following narrative excerpt, Selma describes her understanding of symbolic 

violence (though she is familiar with neither Bourdieu nor the phrases he coined). Selma is 

speaking of the only other foreign-born student in her private school class, a Black female from 

Nigeria: 

 

Researcher: Compared, say, to the girl from Nigeria, how do you think your experience 

compared to hers?  

Selma: Yeah. I think her time was a lot harder than mine because she did look different. 

She behaved different, and….(pause)   I think she was also a lot more aggressive because she felt 

that people thought of her as different, and…(pause)  Because to her, you know—and actually 

my mom and my aunt tell me that when the African kids first come here, they don’t understand 

race either. And then when they do understand it, they understand that it’s—you know—towards 

them. Like when I understood race, it didn’t affect me, ‘cause I’m White, you know? But for 

them, like, it takes a couple of months for them to, like, grasp, and then they’re like, “Whoa”, 

and then they get really aggressive. ‘Cause, um, like, there’s little kids in elementary school that 

my aunt works at, and they start writing notes like, “I hate White people.” You know, cause it’s 

their way of like, they’re just shocked that they actually came to a country where they’re gonna 

be discriminated against. 

 

Selma’s narrative describes not only White privilege and symbolic violence connected 

with race, but also cultural reproduction. In explaining that Black refugee and immigrant 

students quickly discover they have entered a society “where they’re gonna be discriminated 
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against,” Selma describes the cultural reproduction of racial privilege, by which some students 

have more limited access to cultural capital. Symbolic violence will eventually affect the cultural 

identity construction of students with limited cultural capital, as they become aware of the social 

limits imposed by cultural reproduction. 

  

The narrative data revealed that despite their young age and relatively brief number of 

years observing U.S. social structures, most of the participants in this study seemed to be as 

aware of symbolic violence as they are of White privilege, and many of them alluded to the 

limits placed on some peers by the processes of cultural reproduction. In the following narrative 

excerpt of a three-way conversation between Lajla, Jasmina, and myself, the women use an 

almost apologetic tone to confess their awareness of the advantages conferred by White privilege 

which are not available to refugees and immigrants who cannot pass as mainstream White non-

immigrants: 

 

Lajla:  Like, sometimes, it’s kind of mean, but like sometimes I’m kind of glad that I’m 

Bosnian. We, like we blend in a lot with the Americans.  And almost anywhere we go, like, you 

know, most of us you wouldn’t even be able to tell where we’re from unless, you know, you hear 

it or, I mean, sometimes I’m just like, you know, “Thank God.” 

Jasmina: Yeah. 

Lajla: ‘Cause I’m like…. 

Jasmina: ‘Cause if you look Cuban, you can always tell. 

Lajla: You really can. 

Jasmina: And even like people from Africa or Somalia, you can still notice that they’re 

from Africa or Somalia. Like, they can’t pass as African-American. 

Lajla: Yeah. Like, I have some, a couple guy friends, um, they’re kind of like the ghetto 

look, but they’re like from Libya and stuff. And, like, even though they sound like just like the 

Americans that you see, you know, anywhere, as soon as you them, you can tell they’re from 

either Iraq, or—you can see a Middle Eastern background. And with us I don’t think it’s as 

obvious. Like, Chinese, you know, the obvious things, you know.  
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In the above excerpt, Lajla and Jasmina both identify an advantage to passing as non-

immigrant even for Black refugee and immigrant peers. At another time Jasmina expanded on 

how Black refugees were treated in her largely African-American school: 

 

Jasmina: [Somalis] would be noticed. They would be treated just like us [Bosnians]. 

Like, they wouldn’t really interact with American students. There were like a couple, they would 

just really start dressing like Black people, like you know the baggy pants and the shoes 

matching the shirt. Like, stuff like that. A couple, but not really a lot. 

Researcher: So you could look at someone and tell if they were Somali. 

Jasmina: Yeah. Yeah, definitely.     

 

The effort made by some Black refugee and immigrant students to pass as non-immigrant 

suggests that the social capital held by a foreign-born student is in some ways less desirable than 

that of a U.S.-born student, even beyond the limits determined by race. If so, this would suggest 

that the symbolic violence experienced by a foreign-born student may be more extreme than that 

of a U.S.-born student. Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001) describe this “social 

mirroring” of Americans’ prejudices as a significant component of immigrant children’s cultural 

identity construction. Portes and Rumbaut (2001) identify race as a key factor affecting the 

acceptance of newcomers in U.S. society. 

In stark contrast to the narratives of Selma, Lajla, Jasmina, and Mersiha, Velma shrugged 

when I asked her if she noticed any differences between the experiences of Bosnian and Somali 

students in her class. “I think they had the same, like me,” she replied about her female Somali 

classmates in her nursing program. The difference in Velma’s perception of race and social 

capital may be accounted for by the racial identity she has constructed in school which is 

markedly different than the racial identity constructed by the other students in the study. 

 

Constructing racial identity in school.  In the context of schooling, racial identity 

construction was a key element of cultural identity construction for these women. The ever-

present reality of Black/White racialization, White privilege, and desires to fit into a peer group 

influenced the women’s socialization in school as well as their construction of a cultural identity.  

In Chapter Four, Velma was introduced as having adopted some cultural characteristics of her 
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classmates, the majority of whom are African-American. Velma’s English speech displays many 

features of African-American Vernacular English and she is labeled “Bosnian” rather than 

“White” by her African-American classmates. Velma’s construction of her own racial identity 

defies mainstream American Black/White racialization, as well. When asked if “the American 

kids know you’re Bosnian,” Velma replied, “Most of them know the Bosnians are light. And 

most of them speaking Somali they’re kind of dark, so.” In the context of mainstream White 

racial identity construction, Velma’s reply seems to be not only an understatement, but a curious 

way to describe the typical racialization that takes place in non-immigrant White American 

society—particularly in a community such as Parksburg in which racial diversity is traditionally 

described in Black/White terms rather than by listing other racial and ethnic groups.  Velma does 

not identify different “races,” as the other participants do. Instead, she uses terminology of 

gradations in skin color. In addition, Velma states that “most of them” speaking Somali are “kind 

of dark.” Certainly, skin color and facial features do vary among Parksburg residents of Somali 

heritage; these features range from olive skin with Arab features to very dark skin with African 

features. Despite this diversity, the Somalis in Velma’s school are almost certainly all darker-

skinned than the Bosnians at her high school. (It should be mentioned that Bosnia does have a 

Roma (Gypsy) population that has resettled in the U.S. in recent years, and many Bosnian Roma 

do have darker skin than Bosnian Muslims. However, to date no Bosnian Roma have been 

resettled in Parksburg. Even if they had, Bosnian Roma would still be racialized by mainstream 

White Americans as “White” or “Middle Eastern” by their skin and features, while Somalis are 

almost invariably racialized as “Black” (Traore & Lukens, 2006).)   

The difference in Velma’s descriptions of race extends to social aspects of race. As 

described in the section above, she was the only participant who did not identify differences in 

the treatment or experiences of refugees and immigrants of other races. Most of the other women 

initiated conversations about White privilege and symbolic violence, but Velma reported no such 

observations or experiences either about other foreign-born students or about U.S.-born African-

American classmates. Velma’s perception of race has likely influenced her own cultural identity 

construction, in no small part by the racial identity which has been assigned to her by others in 

school.  
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Jasmina’s narrative of constructing racial identity in school shares some similarities with 

Velma’s experience but also differs in significant ways. Jasmina attended the same school as 

Velma and was in classes with mostly African-American students, yet Jasmina clung tightly to 

her Bosnian peer group and did not have much interaction with her U.S.-born classmates. Race 

and culture played a role in socialization and the formation of social groups, as she describes: 

 

Researcher to Jasmina: So after coming from [Bosnia], what was the toughest 

transition—like, Germany to Chicago, or Chicago to Parksburg? 

Jasmina: Germany to Chicago, definitely. Chicago was just so different because first of 

all, it was a different country, and we had already gotten used to Germany. It was where I grew 

up and I’d made friends and everything. I had cousins living in Chicago, but I might have seen 

them once or twice before that, so I even had to get to know them. And just, the school was 

different and stuff like that. It was mostly Hispanic, Black, and Bosnian. So, like, that’s the first 

time I ever saw...actually I saw a Black person in Germany, once. But that’s the first time I 

actually lived with them. Actually our school didn’t have a lot of Black people, but...[shrugs] You 

know, different. 

You know, like, nobody really said anything bad to me ever. Like, just because i was 

Bosnian. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced anything like that. It’s just, like, I wouldn’t really—

usually the foreign people and the Americans wouldn’t really talk that much. Like, when I say 

Americans, it was all Black people. So like, we wouldn’t really interact that much. And like, I 

was on the volleyball team so like, we would play, or we’d be with the volleyball team I would 

talk with everybody and everybody would just, you know, be all friendly and stuff. But then, if 

you see them outside of volleyball, they wouldn’t really talk to you. I didn’t mind, you know, like, 

as much as they didn’t want to hang out with us, we didn’t really want to hang out with them--

that was weird, too. Whereas my sister she went to East High [a suburban high school with a 

more multiracial student population, predominantly White], and like, her best friends are 

Americans. 

 

Extracurricular activities provided the only social space in which Jasmina’s Bosnian and 

African-American peers interacted. Involvement in extracurricular activities in school has been 

studied as a primary means by which students identify with one another through common 
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interests rather than by shared ethnic or class backgrounds (Eick, 2005). In a study of 

Vietnamese refugees, U.S. cultural involvement in general was related to higher academic 

achievement, self-esteem, and easier cultural adjustment (Nguyen, Messe, & Stollak, 1999). 

Without stating the role of race in explicit terms, Jasmina’s comment about her sister’s 

contrasting social experience with American peers likely refers to race. It appears that Jasmina is 

suggesting that one reason her sister had so many close American friends is because she was in a 

school with more White American students. Together with Jasmina’s above statement that “it 

was all Black people. So like, we wouldn’t hang out that much” (as if their racial identity 

precluded the possibility of socializing), these statements may reflect Jasmina’s own 

internalization of racist attitudes to which she has been exposed in the United States. On the 

other hand, these statements may just reveal Jasmina’s awareness of the complexity of race 

relations and the difficulty of forming interracial friendships in the social world of her high 

school. 

Regardless of possible prejudices toward her Black schoolmates, Jasmina did not want 

her “Whiteness” to be a social liability among her African-American peers. While Jasmina 

currently tries to pass as White in her private college, social dynamics differed in the social field 

of high school: 

 

Researcher: So, do you think the other students, like, knew that you guys were Bosnian? 

Or were they like, “Oh, they’re White people.”  You know what I mean?  

Jasmina: No, they actually, like, they knew we were Bosnian. Like, and even if someone, 

like if someone would go, like, “You’re White” or something, we would just make a big deal of it, 

like “No, we’re not White!” you know, “We’re Bosnian!”  

 

Like Velma, Jasmina constructs a racial identity which separates “White” from “Bosnian” to 

African-American classmates. In contrast to Velma’s adoption of African-American speech 

features, however, Jasmina seems to have shed the racial identity which separates “Bosnian” and 

“White” now that she has entered a primarily White college in which she wishes to pass as 

mainstream White.  The racial identities which she has claimed herself, as well as those which 

she has been assigned by others, comprise elements of her broader cultural identity construction.  
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Racial identity as assigned by others in school and by the school system.  In the 

beginning of this section, participant narratives revealed the women’s perceptions of race, which 

was often expressed in the women’s observation of the racial identity of other students within 

their social field. These observations led to the awareness of White privilege and to my analysis 

regarding social capital, symbolic violence, and cultural reproduction.  The discussion of the 

construction of racial identity in school, above, requires further analysis to explore participants’ 

racial identity beyond the construct of White privilege.  In other words, after discussing 

participants’ perceptions of racial issues and racial identity, it is equally important to explore 

others’ perceptions of race: that is, how the racial identity of the participants was perceived by 

others in school.  Like the participants’ own assignment of racial identity, racial identity as 

assigned by others is significant to broader cultural identity construction. 

Velma and Jasmina’s narratives in the previous section highlight the significance of racial 

identity as assigned by other students. In Velma’s narrative about racial identity (quoted fully in 

Chapter Four), her identification of herself as White was countered by African-American 

classmates who stated explicitly that being Bosnian was not the same as being White, and that 

the Bosnian identity in fact precluded a White racial identity: “You not White. You Bosnian.” 

“Even better,” reports Velma, to whom this assigned racial identity is an advantage as it allows 

her to connect with her African-American classmates. Even Jasmina, who admittedly socialized 

little with African-American peers except during volleyball activities, insisted upon being 

“Bosnian” rather than “White” in her school context. 

Students were not the only ones to be confused by Bosnian racial identity. Selma laughed 

about her first ESOL teacher in elementary school: “I was actually her first Bosnian student. So 

she had never encountered like, a blond, um, Muslim child, so she was really confused. 

[Laughs.] Later she expressed to my mom that she was kind of bewildered by the fact that I was 

White and blond and also a Muslim [laughs]… But she was really good.”  In Parksburg society 

which is traditionally racialized along Black/White lines, forms of ethnic diversity that do not fit 

either of those two categories can be confusing even to teachers. (I should note that the anecdote 

Selma relates above happened almost twelve years ago, and public school teachers in Parksburg 

have been exposed to many more immigrant and refugee students in the intervening years.)  

 The Black/White limits of popular understanding of diversity affected participants’ 

school experience in a broader sense, beyond classroom-level or lunchroom-level interactions. 
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Racial identity is assigned by the school district itself, not just by teachers or fellow students, and 

in Parksburg this assigned racial identity can have a significant impact on schooling.  The 

district-wide school desegregation plan, which claims diversity and fairness as its goal, considers 

race in Black/White terms. (While the district identifies students in six racial/ethnic categories—

White,  Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and Other—

the desegregation plan only specifies target percentages of African-American and White 

students.) Although Bosnian refugee students—along with other immigrants—bring unique 

cultural diversity to the school system, they are considered “White” by the student assignment 

system and are consequently aggregated with other White students for school assignment 

purposes. As a result, Selma was bussed to an elementary school far from her neighborhood as a 

“White” student attending a school with a largely African-American student population.  

Ironically, narrow conceptualizations of racial identity allow Bosnian refugee students 

essentially to be taking the place of non-immigrant White students in the bussing system. This 

effect of racialization shows no regard for the cultural diversity these foreign-born students 

would provide to any school in Parksburg, because their “diversity” is not racially salient. 

 

The previous section has explored how schooling played a strong role in introducing U.S. 

culture and teaching about U.S. society. In exploring how schooling affects different aspects of 

cultural identity, I have discussed the role of schooling in shaping participants’ academic 

ambitions and identities within the local Bosnian community, in shaping their social identities 

among Bosnian and American peer groups, and in shaping their racial identities. These three 

areas of cultural identity construction have been largely shaped through the influence of 

schooling.  Analyzing these influences and experiences in U.S. society reveals several other 

aspects of personal identity which play significant roles in participants’ cultural identity 

construction.  These additional significant dimensions of cultural identity are analyzed in the 

following section. 

 

 

Significant Elements of Cultural Identity 
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As the women spoke about their schooling experiences, they touched on a number of 

topics which were significant to their developing sense of cultural identity. The previous section 

explored three of these aspects of cultural identity: academic ambitions and identity within the 

Bosnian community, social identity among Bosnian and American peer groups, and racial 

identity. The following section addresses six aspects of identity which figure prominently in the 

student narratives. These areas will be addressed in the following sequence: cultural self-

identification, ethnic identity, religious identity, linguistic identity, refugee identity, and the role 

of the homeland in cultural identity construction. 

 

Cultural Self-Identification 

References to identity throughout all participant narratives devote a significant amount of 

attention to identity as assigned by other people. Each participant speaks about how she is 

labeled by fellow students and by mainstream society in terms of racial, social, linguistic, and 

other aspects of cultural identity. The labels the women use to describe themselves is of critical 

importance to understanding the longer and more detailed narratives in which they explore issues 

of cultural identity construction. In other words, while narratives others tell about these women 

influence their construction of cultural identity, the narratives the women tell about themselves 

also reveal much about the process of cultural identity construction. To indicate how participants 

identify themselves, I have used the term cultural self-identification (following the term “ethnic 

self-identification” used in the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study of Princeton 

University and Michigan State University (see Pérez, 2001)). 

  

Identity labels that participants assign to themselves.  When asked how they identify 

themselves, participant responses were varied. The explanations of those responses provide rich 

data that reveal some of what an identity label signifies for these women.   For example, Lajla 

states emphatically that she self-identifies as Bosnian rather than American. In so stating, she 

reveals that she chooses this label because of her desire to be Bosnian—which to some degree 

reflects that she does not in fact feel Bosnian. Her experience during a trip back to Bosnian of 

feeling out of place, both culturally and linguistically, fueled her desire to rediscover some of her 

Bosnian heritage and culture:   
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Researcher to Lajla: Now, do you think you feel like, more Bosnian, or more American, 

or…?  [she cuts me off] 

 Lajla: Oh, definitely more Bosnian.  And I try to be.  [Jasmina makes a remark that it’s 

because of her boyfriend and we all laugh.]   No, I try to be. Cause I...went I went to 

Bosnia...like, here, I didn’t have Bosnian friends. And then when I went to Bosnia, everybody 

was like, “Well, she doesn’t speak really good Bosnian,” so I was left out there too. [Jasmina: 

Yeah, the same here.] And like, so, I would have more...This past year when I went back, I felt 

like more like it was my home. 

 

In some ways, Lajla’s feeling of not being Bosnian enough influenced her desire to become more 

Bosnian, which in turn influences her use of the label “Bosnian” to signify the identity she wants 

to attain. The important role of visits back to Bosnia in constructing cultural identity is addressed 

in a later section, as is the connection between command of the Bosnian language and strength of 

Bosnian cultural identity. Lajla’s self-selected identity label represents an ideal she wants to 

attain as much as the evaluation of the identity she has currently constructed. Sfard and Prusak 

(2005) call this “designated identity,” by which an individual narrates “stories believed to have 

the potential to become a part of one’s actual identity” (p. 18). In this way Lajla’s cultural self-

identification signifies the cultural identity she strives for in the future.  

Self-selected labels may also point toward an important connection with the past. For 

example, Mersiha’s self-selected cultural identity label indicates a connection she wants to keep 

with her cultural and national heritage. When people ask, she says, “I’d say ‘I’m Bosnian.’ I still 

do even though I’m a citizen. It’s something I consider myself. You know, I’ll never be an 

American, even though I am on paper.” (See expanded narrative excerpt in Chapter Four.) As an 

“auxiliary” participant, Mersiha arrived in the United States at a later age than any of other 

participants.  This difference, and her experience of spending her entire childhood and most of 

her adolescence in Bosnia, has clearly affected her decision to use a cultural self-identification 

label that reflects her years of experience in Bosnia rather than her future plans. As Mersiha 

states elsewhere that she has no desire to return to Bosnia in the future and does not even plan to 

visit regularly, her choice of identity label reveals a split between past-oriented and future-
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oriented identification. As indicated in the narrative excerpt above, Lajla chose a label based on 

the future. Her label reflects who she wants to be rather than the person she has been, who by her 

own description is an “Americanized” young women who does not speak Bosnian and has no 

Bosnian friends. In contrast, Mersiha’s choice of label indicates her desire to highlight and honor 

her heritage and childhood, even though she has no plans to renew those cultural experiences in 

her homeland in the future, nor does she follow many traditional cultural conventions in her 

current lifestyle in Parksburg.   

In addition to the time orientation toward the past, Mersiha’s narrative of cultural self-

identification indicates a distinction between personal identity and official identity.   Her official 

identity consists of who she is “on paper,” in terms of her legal citizenship. Her personal identity 

is Bosnian, an identification label she claims as “something I consider myself.” These identities 

do not merge or complement one another in Mersiha’s narrative. Instead, holding onto the 

personal identity involves some degree of rejection of the official identity, as she indicates in 

stating, “I’ll never be an American.”  Mersiha’s choice of cultural identification label is opposite 

that of Selma. When asked, Selma simply tells new acquaintances, “I’m from here.” By this 

response, Selma allows any Bosnian cultural identification to slip quietly into the background in 

most social situations. Her cultural identity label also reflects the extent to which she feels 

detached from her Bosnian heritage and the Bosnian community in Parksburg. 

The decision whether to reject one cultural identity in order to adopt another one or 

whether to embrace multiple cultural identity labels simultaneously is a struggle well 

documented in studies of immigrant experiences (Trueba, 2004; Gee, 1996; Monzó, 2002). The 

very language used to describe the experiences of immigrants and refugees in a new culture—

assimilation, acculturation, separation, resistance—connote approaches and reactions to the 

challenges of adaptation in a new culture. Within this study, narratives reveal that participants 

adopt a variety of approaches to the classic immigrant dilemma of retaining or adopting new 

cultural identities. As seen above, Lajla is attempting to adopt as much of a Bosnian identity as 

possible and her social, linguistic, and cultural practices reflect that desire. Mersiha describes a 

split between personal and official identity and rejects one in order to hold onto the cultural 

identity with which she was raised. Jasmina also points to two separate identities in reference to 

her cultural identification:   
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Jasmina:  I think, like, I wanna keep my culture, you know, I don’t want to become 

American. I mean, an American citizen, but I still wanna be Bosnian and stuff. And I definitely 

want to pass it on to my kids and stuff. And, I don’t know, like, I don’t think school can really do 

anything about it. I think it’s outside of school. Basically, you know, it’s the way you’re, like, 

you’re raised at home and stuff. 

 

Unlike Mersiha, Jasmina is trying to accommodate both the culture of her birth and that of her 

current home country; she wants to be able to incorporate both influences into the cultural 

identity she is constructing. 

 Jasmina’s narrative of dual influences on her identity makes reference to the role of 

schooling in cultural identity construction. She explicitly states her belief that the home plays a 

more significant role in cultural identity construction than the school. This perspective 

corresponds with Bourdieu’s belief that the home is where social capital is transferred and 

accrued, even though schools play a significant role in cultural reproduction. In a later account of 

the intense Americanization of her younger brother, Jasmina does attribute much of his adoption 

of mainstream American language and culture to the influence of schooling and the social system 

within the school. 

 Aida takes a different approach to the challenge of cultural self-identification which is so 

common among immigrants, refugees, and individuals with other bicultural and multicultural 

backgrounds. Rather than trying to describe herself using a traditional label for cultural identity, 

Aida refuses to adopt a cultural identity label that is linked with nationality.  The following is a 

small excerpt from a lengthy narrative recorded in Chapter Four: 

 

Aida: I never liked categorizing myself.  I’m Bosnian because I was born in Bosnia.  

What does it mean to be American? I don’t know.  Why does it carry a negative stigma to it?  I 

don’t know.... I think at this stage in my life I’m more like, “I’m Aida.”  Am I Bosnian, am I 

American, am I Spanish? Whatever—whatever you want to call me, call me, but I’m a product of 

everything I’ve been through.... I feel that saying I’m Bosnian limits me to behaving Bosnian. 

Saying I’m American limits me to, to behaving in an American way.... I guess I’m just an 

international child! 
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Aida’s feeling of being “limited” by a single identity label echoes concerned voiced by Sfard and 

Prusak in their attempt to unpack the concept of “identity” in order to use it as an analytic tool in 

educational research (2005). Sfard and Prusak warn that a reified version of an individual’s 

description of identity can act as a self-fulfilling prophecy, stating that “the descriptors that 

outlast action exclude and disable just as much as they enable and create” (p. 16).  Aida’s 

rejection of identity labels based on common national cultural distinctions does not mean she has 

rejected or somehow escaped the task of cultural identity construction, however. Rather, Aida 

has constructed and is constructing a cultural identity which avoids and transcends the traditional 

labels she finds difficult to navigate. 

 

Cultural self-identification labels and “passing” as a White non-immigrant.  The cultural 

identification labels chosen by women in this study relate in many cases to the social reality of 

“passing” in mainstream White culture as a non-immigrant. As discussed in the first section of 

this chapter, “passing” as a White non-immigrant American became a goal for several of the 

participants, either because they did not wish to stand out from mainstream peers or because they 

wanted the option of discussing their heritage on their own terms. Inasmuch as they refer to the 

way the women are perceived in mainstream American cultures, they also relate to race and the 

way the women are racialized as White. The cultural identification labels also relate to religious 

identity, as all of the participants reported not volunteering their religious background unless it 

was explicitly asked of them. Many of them referred to their decision to “pass” in the religious 

mainstream as an effect of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks.   

In an earlier section, Lajla revealed in her narrative that she sometimes volunteers that 

she is Bosnian when she wishes to speak about her Bosnian culture, but that she usually 

identifies herself as being “from Parksburg” to people who do not know her heritage. Selma and 

Mersiha also stated that they like being able to “pass” as non-immigrant when they would prefer 

not to enter into conversation about their cultural background: 

 

Researcher to Selma: So when you introduce yourself to somebody, like, and they say 

“Where are you from?” and they mean like, “Are you from Parksburg?” or something, what do 

you say? 
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Selma: I’m up to the point where I say, “I’m from here,” cause I don’t feel like getting 

into the whole thing [laughs].    

 

Selma explained later that the “whole thing” she wants to avoid discussing with strangers and 

acquaintances is her refugee identity, rather than her national heritage. Having “told [her] story 

so many times” to classmates and teachers at the private school where she was “pretty much the 

only cultural diversity,” Selma wants to avoid speaking about being a refugee to people with 

whom she has no relationship. Selma explains that passing is possible for her because her 

appearance, style of dress, and accent do not immediately “give away” her origins: “I really 

don’t have people ask me initially, cause I don’t look like I’m from…I don’t know, some people 

say I look different but, it usually comes through conversation like later, if they think that I may 

be from somewhere else.” (See Table 3.2 for a graphic synopsis of linguistic differences among 

participants, including the presence of a “foreign” accent.) 

 As adamant as Mersiha is in claiming a Bosnian identity label and stating “I’ll never be 

an American,” she chooses to pass as a non-immigrant American in her daily life. Beyond the 

labels she chooses when introducing herself to strangers, Mersiha’s “passing” extends to the 

coworkers she sees on a daily basis: 

 

Mersiha: People are mostly tolerant. I mean, there’s that word, “tolerant.” Then again 

at work, I deal with a lot of ignorant...I’m not going to use the word. To them, I don’t even 

disclose anything about my life. If they ask me where I’m from, I say “from here,” you know? I 

choose, you know, who I share something with. And then again I don’t share much anyway, so, 

you know. 

 

Mersiha’s “split” in cultural self-identification extends beyond an official identity and a personal 

identity to what could be described as a public identity and private identity. Though Mersiha has 

worked at her job for several years, she has still chosen not to inform colleagues about her 

Bosnian background. 

The cultural identity labels these women choose in order to “pass” in mainstream White 

culture may also relate to religion, not just to nationality or race. Lajla stated in a previous 

excerpt that she felt more Bosnian than American and “tried to be” more Bosnian than she had 
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previously felt; when asked about religion, though, she simply pauses for a while and finally 

says, “The Muslim thing, no one ever knew that until I would like mention it.”  Mersiha’s 

narrative excerpt, below, shows how “passing” in mainstream culture applies to religion: 

  

Mersiha: In college and in my work, you know, I don’t really tell the people what’s 

my...basically you’re just surrounded by Christianity right now. Everywhere you turn, everything 

revolves around Christianity. Everything. So I don’t say, like, I don’t go up to people and say, 

“I’m a Muslim.” But if they ask me I tell them. And then all of them get surprised or think that 

I’m just, you know, making it up or whatever. But it’s always like, “Really?” you know, “Why 

didn’t you tell me that?” 

 

As the reaction of Mersiha’s colleagues illustrates, the labels with which these women identify 

themselves are not always ones others would use to identify them.  

While many of the aspects of cultural identity discussed previously relate to how the 

women are identified by others—culturally, ethnically, racially, by the local Bosnian refugee 

community or by mainstream American society—identity as assigned by others does not fully 

represent the factors involved in constructing cultural identities.  Self-assigned identity 

descriptions may fall into several categories, as indicated by the narratives in this section. They 

may indicate the identity a woman would like to attain in the future, an identity she has seen 

herself adopt in the past, the identity she would like others to see in her, or the multiple identities 

she wishes to negotiate in different situations. How we identify ourselves to ourselves is as 

important as how we identify ourselves to others, according to Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and 

Cain in Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds (1998): 

 

 People tell others who they are, but even more importantly, they tell themselves 

and they try to act as though they are who they say they are. These self-

understandings, especially those with strong emotional resonance for the teller, 

are what we refer to as identities. (p. 3). 

 

As an example of how people tell themselves who they are, cultural self-identification is a 

significant element of the cultural identities constructed by these Bosnian women.  Other key 

facets of cultural identity, as identified by the participants themselves, are addressed below.  
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Ethnic Identity 

Given the central role of ethnicity in the recent wars in the former Yugoslavia, the ethnic 

identity of Bosnian Muslim women can be intensely political as well as personal. By looking at 

the salience of ethnic identity before the war and since the war in separate sections, participant 

narratives reveal the changes aggression and persecution can bring about in the importance of 

ethnicity to personal identity.   

 

Salience of ethnic identity before the war.  Selma states that ethnicity and ethnic identity 

did not play a major role in daily life in her educated urban community before the war: 

 

Selma: Well, with children, it wasn’t even different ethnicities. Because we didn’t really 

see it. We didn’t know who was Serb, who was Croat. It was mostly like politics, you know? It 

was like something hovering over you, but you didn’t talk about it in families, really. Maybe 

when you got to the marrying age, maybe somebody would say something. But, there wasn’t 

really any like pronounced discrimination, you know what I mean, before the war. People were 

intermarrying, it was normal, you know? 

 

Aida, also from the same hometown in Bosnia, has personal experience with interethnic marriage 

in the time prior to the fighting: 

 

Researcher: Well before the war, you know, cross-marriage wasn’t all that uncommon, 

was it? 

Aida: No, I think, like…my mom, my mom’s dad is Catholic, my mom’s mom is Orthodox, 

and my dad is Muslim.  So, um…[laughs] 

Researcher: It wasn’t a big deal at the time? 

Aida: No! And that’s what I’m saying is nobody ever cared who you were, what you 

were.  



 168

Really, it’s unbelievable how a few people who were extremists…It’s kind of like a 

propagating thing. We needed a couple of hundred people who were extremists to kind of, by 

embracing that religion, or they use religion as an excuse, to hit on to one, like, specific group to 

alienate everybody else and become violent toward them.  

 

Salience of ethnic identity since the war.  Several participants noted that in the years after 

the war, identifying with ethnicity and rallying around ethnic identity has become common 

among many Bosnians in Bosnia and in the United States. Ethnic identity takes on a heightened 

significance when it relates to honoring the dead and remembering the atrocities committed by 

another ethnic group. Selma reflects upon how the experience of leaving Bosnia and moving to 

the United States has increased the importance of ethnic identity among many Bosnians: 

 

Selma: I would say the Bosnians…they have to differentiate themselves. Like, they have 

been discriminated against, so now they’re gonna reevaluate their identity. Now they’re really 

Bosnian, and they really are proud of that heritage. You know? ‘Cause [immigrating] makes you 

reevaluate who you are. ‘Cause when you’re safe in your own surroundings, like, it doesn’t 

really matter. Every day kind of passes by, and you’re just feeling the same thing you’ve been 

feeling since you were born. And now here, you’re kind of isolated, and you want to get to know 

really who you are, I think. 

 

In describing the desire to “reevaluate their identity,” Selma invokes the significance of a clear 

sense of ethnic identity to cultural identity construction. While this may be true to the same 

extent for Bosnian Muslims remaining in Bosnia after the war, she describes it as being 

particularly important for Bosnian refugees in the U.S. due to the process of immigration and the 

ensuing challenges. 

 The changes in ethnic identity and cultural identity construction differentiate this study 

from Drzewiecka’s (2001) study of Polish immigrants. Although the studies would appear to 

have much in common at first glance, the findings are quite different due to the salience of 

ethnicity in the immigrant’s home countries. Drzewiecka’s participants come from ethnically 

homogeneous communities in Poland, which is itself a largely ethnically homogeneous country. 

Thus, ethnicity only became a salient element of cultural identity after immigrants arrived in the 
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United States. In contrast, narratives of the Bosnian refugees in this study indicate the 

significance of ethnicity to identity construction for Bosnians in Bosnia as well as in the 

diaspora. Unlike Drzewiecka’s participants, for whom Polish homeland, culture, and ethnicity 

were virtually synonymous, ethnicity serves as a unique and critical element of cultural identity 

that divides former neighbors and friends throughout Bosnia and the Bosnian community in 

Parksburg. 

Conflict and prejudice were common themes in conversations about ethnicity. While 

many mainstream Americans may not differentiate between refugees and immigrants from the 

former Yugoslavia based on their ethnic background, the Bosnian Muslim participants in this 

study relate ethnically-based prejudices and social barriers which remain strong within the local 

Bosnian community. Aida provides an example: 

 

Aida: One of my friends--I honestly don’t even remember--her mom or her dad is 

Serbian. And the other one is Bosnian, I don’t remember which one. But, um, she had a lot of 

problems. Because most of the Bosnians here are Muslim. And so she had a lot of problems with 

uh, not being trusted, with being talked behind her back because of that and uh, and the family of 

her boyfriend absolutely despises her because of that and they’ve never even met. So, but, uh, 

there is a lot of rivalry. Now it’s getting better. I find that for my peers who were my age when I 

was growing up, I think as they’re maturing they’re realizing that it’s just a sick psychology to 

have. And it’s not as pronounced now as it was at that time, definitely, because the war is further 

in the past. 

 

Despite Aida’s assertion that ethnic rivalry is “getting better,” Lajla and Jasmina readily admit 

their own deeply held hostilities toward classmates who are ethnically Serb.  Even Aida chose 

not to mention her own ethnically mixed heritage until toward the end of our interview. Within 

the relatively small Bosnian community in Parksburg, she would not be immune to the 

judgments of peers as described by Lajla and Jasmina: 

 

Jasmina: At West High, like, [names two Serbian students] they wouldn’t come to school 

for Eid [the biggest Muslim holiday of the year].  And it’s like, the ESL teachers, they would 
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know, like, “Why didn’t you come to school?” [Serbs are traditionally Orthodox Christian, not 

Muslim.] 

Lajla: Yeah, cause we made sure they’d know!  [Laughs.] I’d make sure. 

Researcher: Was there a lot of interaction with Serbs and Bosnians when, like, once they 

got over here? 

Jasmina: At our school there was one Serb. Um, I don’t know if there were any others in 

any other class. But, I wouldn’t really talk to her.  Like, I mean, there’s Bosnian people, they’re 

really, just, over--they’re over the war thing, you know? Like, it’s, like, my boyfriend’s friend’s 

girlfriend, like, she’s like, “Oh, you know, it’s not a big deal, you know. It happened, we need to 

get over it.” You know, “It happened, we just can’t keep a grudge forever” and stuff. I think 

totally opposite. Like, for me, it’s gonna be till I die. Like, I would never forgive or anything like 

that, no way. 

Lajla: If you’ve lost someone, then it’s harder to forgive than if you haven’t. That’s the 

biggest thing. Like, my parents, like, my grandpa was tortured in Bosnia. And so my parents, 

like, I don’t know.  I had a…I met a girl. And we can tell by our names who’s who. And when I 

said “Oh,” you know, “can I go over to her house,” my parents were like “No. You know what 

she is.” And then like right now, um, one of my best friends Alina, her parents are, um, her dad’s 

Muslim and her mom is Serbian. So that kind of helped me get past the grudge a little bit. Cause 

her mom, I mean, she doesn’t act any different than my mom, you know?  Not everybody’s the 

same, you know. 

Jasmina: Yeah, I mean, I think that way too. I don’t think everybody is the same. Of 

course, you know, there’s a lot of Serbs and Croats that never wanted the war to happen. And 

they’re like in the same place that I am in, but…just, I don’t think I can get over it. 

Lajla: I wasn’t in the war myself. In ’92 when it started, our dad got us out right away. 

Like, um, the reason--one of the reasons we went to Turkey was my grandma’s brother had, you 

know, been living in Turkey all his life. So he had like his whole family there. But um, when my 

mom didn’t want us…like after the war got longer and longer, my mom didn’t want us to forget 

[the] Bosnian [language], so we went with all the rest of the Bosnians. We didn’t stay, like, with 

our family. Like, we didn’t--it was my mom only, with four kids. She didn’t want to be a burden 

to anyone. Um…it was made sure, like, for us to know who were the Serbs and what they did to 

us, and… 
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Jasmina: Yeah. 

Lajla: Like the whole dating thing, um, like, I don’t know. Like, my sister married an 

American.  His parents are half-Filipino and half-American, and that was such a big drama in 

our house. Like till this day, like, my dad won’t talk to my sister. And it’s been like, what, four 

years almost. Like, I have a nephew, he’s two, and like, he won’t talk to him. My mom and sister 

and brother they will, but he won’t. 

 Researcher: Your brother-in-law is American? 

Lajla: Yeah. [very negative tone] Yeah. So, I don’t know, like, I never got, I never even 

wanted to hang out with someone, if she said like, “Hey I’m Mersiha,” like, “Oh, we can be 

friends.” But if she said, “Hey, I’m Maria” or like, “Hi, I’m Maja” or something like that, I 

probably wouldn’t be as excited about being friends or even want to. You know, we could say hi, 

but… [trails off] 

 

Since ethnicity among Balkan people groups is not reliant upon race or physical features, Lajla 

and Jasmina describe not knowing a peer’s ethnicity until they hear her name. Names reveal 

ethnic and religious heritage: in the example above, “Mersiha” is a Muslim name and “Maria” is 

a Christian name, meaning that a Maria would likely be ethnically Croat or Serb.  As ethnicity is 

a highly salient aspect of identity in the local Bosnian community, names serve as a signal to 

these women as to whether they would be willing to associate with someone. 

 Ethnic identity and religious identity are inextricably linked in Bosnian culture, and the 

integration of ethnicity and religion in cultural identity must be taken into account in analysis of 

these narratives. Bosnian Muslims are now officially called “Bosniaks,” a title which amounts to 

a label of ethnic identity that does not immediately suggest religious identity. Nevertheless, the 

women in this study seemed to identify religion as a component of both their ethnic and religious 

identity, as indeed it has been since the Ottoman Empire conquered Bosnia in 1463. Religious 

identity is discussed below.  

 

Religious Identity 

The extent to which these women express their religious beliefs and practices in the 

United States is closely related to their sense of religious identity.   
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Expressions of religious identity in the U.S.  Although mainstream Americans may be 

more informed about Islam since the September 11, 2001 terror attacks and subsequent wars in 

the Middle East, these participants often met with ignorance about Islam when they arrived in 

Parksburg in the mid-1990s. Lajla gives the only example of overt conflict from a school official: 

 

Lajla: I had a mean teacher. After Ramadan we get a holiday. And like, when I told her, 

well, okay, I’m not coming to school that day, it’s cause of a religious holiday, she, she kind of 

thought I was making it up. So I didn’t appreciate that. And that’s not nice. And even though it 

sounds absurd, it’s something, like, she had never heard of Ramadan before, the whole fasting 

thing. 

 

Jasmina relates ignorance or fear of Islam among some classmates. In the same piece of 

narrative, she relates how a Bosnian peer keeps quiet about her religious affiliation around 

mainstream Americans:  

 

Jasmina: I mean, we’re like, Bosnian [sic: Muslim] people by religion, but even when, 

um, 9/11 happened in school, nobody said anything about it. I mean, I don’t know, I’ve heard 

stories about like, a Bosnian lady that was covered, like somebody on a bus or something like 

took her um—I don’t know what you call it—took her cover off. And then, little things like that. 

And um, my friend said this guy in her um, sophomore seminar class…Um, usually in IDC class, 

which is sophomore seminar class, you like have to experience different things and stuff. So, she, 

for her sophomore seminar, and me for my freshman seminar, um, we like had to go to different 

churches or something that’s a different denomination than us, or different religion than us, than 

ours. And, we’re just like supposed to experience being a minority.  And in her class, when her 

teacher was talking about the assignment, someone said, “Ah, yeah, maybe we should go to a 

mosque or something,” like being sarcastic. And she was like, “Yeah, you wanna come to my 

mosque?” And this guy was really embarrassed. Like, he never, he hasn’t talked to her after that. 

Which is like a good thing, I don’t know [laughs] Cause I mean, he doesn’t talk to her, I don’t 

know, I don’t think he’s tried to apologize or anything. So…[pause] And then, another Bosnian 

girl, she, she just said that in one of her classes, after saying that she was a Muslim, she said her 

teacher treated her differently and stuff. So then, after that she doesn’t really want to say—like, 
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she has another class, and in that class she doesn’t really want to say she’s a Muslim, like, she 

just says she doesn’t have a religion. Which I think is really dumb. Like, I would never do that.  I 

think however bad my experience is, or was, I would never deny my religion. Ever. I don’t know 

what she is thinking. 

 

In an excerpt introduced in a previous section, Mersiha spoke about “passing” as non-

Muslim unless asked directly. In the above narrative, Jasmina’s friend even denies her traditional 

religious affiliation when asked. In telling the story, Jasmina emphatically states her own 

commitment to being open about her religious identity and not “passing” as non-Muslim as some 

other Bosnian Muslims do. 

Lajla and Jasmina, in a three-way conversation, speak about religious identity by 

invoking religious observances they practice in their homes. They both describe religious 

standards about food as an expression of religious observation which is meaningful to their 

families in the United States:  

 

Researcher: I haven’t seen any younger Bosnian women covered, in public. 

Jasmina: Usually Bosnian women don’t cover [their heads]. I mean, that’s just not a part 

of our culture. Even back in Bosnia, girls don’t cover. Just grandmas.  A lot older than us. [We 

all laugh.] 

Lajla: I don’t know. We have less of the Middle Eastern impact on Bosnia. We have more 

of the European. With Germany right there and Italy. 

But it’s weird. I was telling Jasmina the other night, like, other than like my family, 

Jasmina’s family’s the only ones that like, really cherish the like little Muslim things, like going 

to the mosque on a regular basis. Like, everyone I know is just like—I don’t know, eating pork is 

a no for Muslims. And like me and my sister, and maybe two other girls, including her 

[Jasmina’s] sister and another girl are really the only ones who don’t eat pork. Like the rest of 

them are like, “Well, I’m hungry, you know, and the pizza’s right there.”  You know, so that’s 

like four or five Bosnians out of like thirty Muslims. 

Researcher: Well, would they have done that in Bosnia or do you think that’s ‘cause they 

were here? 
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Jasmina: I don’t know I think it’s just, people like, just ‘cause they moved to the United 

States and just ‘cause they’re not in Bosnia, and they don’t have a lot of Bosnian people around 

them, looking at them, they just say it’s okay. Probably ‘cause there’s so many Americans here 

and everyone’s eating pork they’re like, why don’t we, you know?   

Lajla: That was like a big thing for us. In my family, the pork issue.  [J nods.] 

Our parents were more protective to make sure you ask what you’re eating, don’t eat it if there’s 

nothing else. 

Jasmina: It’s definitely up to the parents like to raise the generation like…My little 

brother, I don’t remember what grade he was when we moved to the United States, but like, he is 

so big on not eating pork.  Like, I mean, when my mom buys stuff, he will double check the 

package. [All laugh] Really! So, it’s definitely up to the parents.  

Lajla: My brother, I remember in elementary school, he was in fifth grade and he had 

lunch before me. And he would, on our way we’d pass each other, and he would tell me, “You 

can have this and have that.”  

Researcher: He’s older than you?  [L: Yeah.]  Oh, okay. So he’d like, watch out for you 

and stuff. 

Lajla: Yeah, but he’s like weird. He’d like threaten me, “I’m gonna tell Dad!” He 

thought that I was gonna do it. I swear, like, I don’t know if somebody told him like chocolate 

milk like had some, I don’t know what, in it, but he wouldn’t let me drink it!  I used to get so 

mad! And he’s like, “I swear I’m telling Mom!” Like, on the bus we’d be fighting and stuff. And 

he wouldn’t let me have Rice Krispie Treats, and...[all laugh]  I swear! He’s really strict on that. 

Researcher: Were you fighting on the bus in Bosnian or English? 

Lajla: Oh—whichever came first!  “I swear I’m telling Dad!”  “Tell him!”   I don’t 

know, like that whole double-checking thing. Our parents didn’t speak English much, so, you 

know, we’d check.  

 

In addition to being significant for ritual reasons, keeping dietary standards becomes a way to 

connect younger generations to traditions of their homeland. Lajla’s enthusiastic and humorous 

description of her interchange with her brother reveals how they both fiercely held to Muslim 

dietary restrictions as being a significant part of their Muslim identities. Other family dynamics 

raised in this narrative are discussed in a later section. 
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Velma attributes a moral value to religious observance which she sees lacking in other 

Bosnian refugee families in Parksburg. She comments on several occasions about refugee 

children’s disobedience and rebellion once they have come to the United States. In the following 

narrative, she links those behavioral shifts with a change in religious observance and the moral 

climate of the community: 

 

[When Velma returns from helping her younger brother move her older brother from his 

wheelchair to his bed, she sees me looking at the Quranic verses framed on the wall. We start 

talking about the pictures. Velma says she’s Muslim.] 

Researcher: Do you go to mosque and everything? 

Velma: In Bosnia, we went regularly, but here, they don’t have like a mosque mosque 

[sic]. Just holidays and stuff. 

Researcher: Huh. So where do people go who want to go all the time? 

Velma: Like, um, I don’t know. There is some Islamic Center downtown for like Somalis, 

where Somalis go. But most of the time they’d pray in their house.  

Researcher: So there’s not really a place, like if parents want their kids to go and learn 

about it, there’s not really a…  [Velma shakes her head and cuts me off.] 

Velma: That’s why I think some, a lot of parents, a lot of children I mean, are out of 

order. Cause in Bosnia, every, like, every Friday we went, and every Saturday we went. And all 

the days you can go in there. Keeps you in order. But here…[shakes head] 

 

It is interesting to note that though Velma attributes moral value to going to a mosque and 

observing religious practices, she mentioned elsewhere that neither she nor her parents go to 

mosque or pray (referring to the standardized Islamic prayer practiced five times daily.)  Of all 

the participants, only Selma and her family visited a mosque on a weekly basis and also attended 

a religious education program at a mosque. Lajla, Jasmina, and Selma all attended mosque 

activities held in conjunction with the month of Ramadan and said they observed the Ramadan 

fast on some days. Among women in this study, adherence to religious practices is not connected 

with the degree of connection with the local Bosnian community or with claiming a Bosnian 

identity label.  
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On the other end of the spectrum of religious observance, Aida took the unusual step of 

voicing convictions about religion which would be unpopular in the local Bosnian Muslim 

community. When she did not mention religion in our conversation, I broached the subject with a 

direct question: 

 

Researcher: Another thing that some of the people have mentioned is, um, that it was 

difficult with religious identity when they got here. 

Aida: [Pause] For me, that’s never a problem, that has never been a problem because I 

am personally not a religious person.  I feel that religion is something that should be kept to the 

individual. I feel that if you believe in God, it’s something you should keep to yourself and not 

necessarily impose it on other people because…it kind of follows what I was saying about the 

social groups, is that if you become part of a social group, you’re bonding with those, those 

people but you’re alienating everybody else around you. And I feel sad that more people in my 

country don’t feel that way because the war in my country happened because of religion. 

 

It is interesting to note how Aida’s feelings about religion relate to her description of the war in 

Bosnia. Other participants, who identify themselves as religiously Muslim, had cited ethnicity 

and politics, rather than religion, as the heart of the Balkan conflict.   With ethnicity and religion 

so connected—even in the name of the “Bosnian Muslim” ethnic group—and with both 

ethnocentric and religious rhetoric so common during the war, isolating either religion or 

ethnicity as the cause of the war does not seem possible in my opinion, though Aida chose to cite 

religion as the reason. 

In contrast to Aida’s personal experience and convictions, Selma reported her sense of 

religious identity developing and strengthening in the United States more than it would have in 

Bosnia: 

 

Selma: When I came here, I had to like, I was developing my identity as a person ‘cause I 

was so young. But then also, I had never gone to mosque before, because prior to the war, we 

were not religious. Like, I never had gone to mosque in Bosnia. So here, we were taken to this 

mosque on North Road [the Arab-American Mosque], and that was like my first real experience 

with religion, and with learning Arabic, and learning what the Quran is, and all that. So that 
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kind of came as part of being an American.   [long pause]  Which is interesting that like the 

political situation in your own country, like, influences what happens when you come to 

America. Cause then, you know, you might have the freedom to--or the opportunity to practice 

something that you didn’t even do in your own country. 

 

Selma’s observation that “prior to the war, we were not religious” indicates an important element 

of religious identity to most of the women in the study. The following narratives exemplify the 

salience of religious identity increasing since the war. 

 

Changes in religious identity since the war.  Religion became more significant to these 

women’s cultural identity construction after the war and because of the effects of war and their 

consequent flight from Bosnia.  Selma explains how she views the relationship between religion, 

culture, history, war, and Bosnian identity: 

 

Selma: If you go to Bosnia, you will see people, young girls and old ladies, covered.  

Here, not really.  There’s one lady that married a Lebanese guy, she might cover once in a while. 

But it’s not really, we’re not very, um, fundamental in, like, the way we interpret Islam.  Because, 

like, we were conquered by Turks like 500 years ago. So, it’s like, it’s more of a tradition than a 

religion, really. And it’s really after the war that we really went back to our roots and, like, 

started appreciating who we are and, like, redefining ourselves. Because the war, you know, kind 

of makes you reconsider…It’s weird.  I mean, we had mosques in Bosnia, and I’m sure a lot of 

like older people went, I don’t know. But my parents never took me.  It was a Communist country 

before that, you know.  

 

Selma’s narrative reveals identity construction taking place on several levels—both in the global 

arena and locally in Parksburg. According to her description, refugees are not the only ones 

reconstructing their cultural identities with a changing role for religious and ethnic identity. 

Instead, the changing religious identity is happening simultaneously for Bosnians in the post-war 

years, both in the Bosnian homeland and the Diaspora.   

Selma’s comment about Islam being “more of a tradition than a religion” for Bosnian 

Muslims relates back to the interconnectedness of ethnic and religious identity, which Aida 



 178

mentioned in a previous passage. It also reveals the difference she observes between the religion 

that is tied to ethnic identity and the religious observance she has learned and practiced since 

coming to the United States and attending a mosque. Selma has learned about Islam at the 

majority-Arab mosque, which is attended by more observant Muslims from the Middle East, 

rather than from other Bosnians, who have historically been less religiously observant. 

Jasmina describes how the increasing importance of religion to cultural identity plays out 

in her community in Parksburg. She describes the change she sees in her mother, which contrasts 

with the ways in which non-observant (and even non-Muslim) refugees and immigrants take 

advantage of religious observance in school: 

 

Researcher: Did you all go to mosque in Bosnia? 

Jasmina: Mm-hmm [nods]. Um, like, before the war, my mom wasn’t really religious. 

And after the war happened, she became really religious. Um, I know, like when I was still in 

Croatia, we used to go to the mosque. When I was in Germany we used to go to the mosque. In 

Chicago, um, [pause], mostly I don’t remember. Yeah, we did. And, here we have. 

There’s a lot of Bosnian people that aren’t really religious. And they don’t fast during 

Ramadan and stuff, and then they’ll take the day off school when it comes time for Eid. And I 

know in my high school, there were actually like Croatian people or Serbs, they’re like, you 

know, they wouldn’t come to school for Eid. [laughs] Like, really!   

 

Even Bosnians who are not otherwise interested in religion may link religious observance to 

ethnic identity: 

 

Selma: Honestly, like, the other kids that would have gone to high school here, none of 

them went to Sunday School. I was probably one of two Bosnian kids that went.  I don’t think 

they were very much involved in religious stuff. 

Researcher: That’s interesting, since you said they feel more nationalistic. 

Selma: Yeah, I mean they probably celebrate the holidays and all that, just ‘cause 

holidays are fun, but they wouldn’t really do much of anything else.  It’s so complicated, I don’t 

know how to say [trails off]...  
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Um, I think the war, because it was like an ethnic war, it made people realize, like, the, 

who the aggressor is and who the victim is. And actually you will still have people who deny that 

anything really ever happened.  

 

Selma’s description of an “ethnic war” differs from Aida’s account of the war being caused by 

religion (though disentangling the two factors is probably impossible in modern history). 

However, Aida’s account is similar to Selma’s in her description of the increased importance of 

religion to cultural identity in post-war Bosnia:  

 

Aida: And not only that [the war] happened for that reason [religion] but now after the 

war, people who had never been to a church or a mosque before are all of the sudden the biggest 

Muslims or the biggest Christians or Catholics that ever existed. Why? Because that’s only way 

they feel that they can belong. That’s something that ties them back to their country.  I know of 

one family specifically who recently tried to go back to Sarajevo. And they were met by their 

friends with comments of, “You weren’t here when we struggled so much. You left, you left the 

country [you’re not one of us – maybe, can’t tell, garbled]”   So, they returned here and now 

they’re the biggest Muslims that you could ever imagine. But, of course, they still drink, I don’t 

know how often they go to the mosque or anything like that, but it’s kind of like, it’s kind of that 

nominal religion where you’re That so you can make sure that nobody connects you with 

anything else but that. 

Researcher: It sounds like it really is tied to identity. 

Aida: It is. Very much so. And, and it’s sad because in my country now, all those people 

who were never religious before are dumping money, so much money into building mosques, 

building churches, when their kids are close to starving to death. And you just ask yourself, 

“Why?” What compels somebody to do that? And really—what does it—it’s that struggle to fit 

in, to belong. And, I, I think that that same thing happens here. So I, I don’t like when religion is, 

is imposed on anybody. I think that your connection with God, if you believe in God, is 

something personal. I never have problems with it. 

 

Both Selma and Aida’s narratives look to Bosnia and the United States, in turn, as they describe 

this element of cultural identity that appears to be changing in both social fields. Though habitus 
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changes when a refugee moves from the homeland to a new country, habitus in both social fields 

seems affected by a changing consideration of religion in the construction of cultural identity. 

 

Linguistic Identity 

Along with ethnic and religious identity, the other factor that is traditionally linked 

closely to Bosnian cultural identity is linguistic identity.  Use of the Bosnian language was tied 

closely to cultural identity in each of the women’s narratives.  Both native and English language 

proficiency commonly play a role in immigrant and refugee identity, according to Portes and 

Rumbaut (2001), who report that students who both retain their native language and acquire 

English have the highest academic achievement, best adjustment to the new culture, and best 

relationship with others from their native country. 

 

Language use.  Language use followed a pattern which was fairly intuitive, and not 

surprising. The less assimilated the women were into their surrounding U.S. culture and the more 

attached they were to the Bosnian community, the more frequently they use Bosnian language 

and the more likely they are to use Bosnian in public. The connection with the Bosnian 

community did not relate to whether or not the women retain a Bosnian accent when they speak 

English. Some studies of other populations have shown that students take on certain linguistic 

elements depending on the social group with which they identify, or they want to identify 

(Ibrahim, 1999). These narratives support that research—consider Lajla’s use of African-

American Vernacular English or Selma’s speech features which mirror those of her Anglo peers 

in the elite private school. The proficiency with which they spoke English, use of slang and 

choice of dialect, and presence of a Bosnian accent were not related to whether they were closely 

connected with a Bosnian social group.  

In studying the relationship of language and identity, Norton pays particular attention to 

the presence and use of social power in relationships with non-native English speakers. In 

regards to Norton’s observation about the importance of language to the exercise of social 

power, the women in this study possess enough social power to operate within the mainstream of 

their social communities—in contrast to some of the immigrant English language learners 

studied by Norton. While the Bosnian women in this study operate with a higher degree of social 

power than do Norton’s research participants, however, Norton’s central focus of the interaction 
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between language and cultural identity is supported by the narratives of these Bosnian women. 

For example, Selma’s feelings of disconnectedness from the Parksburg Bosnian refugee 

community are linked primarily to her feelings of inadequate linguistic competence:  

 

Selma: [The other Bosnians] know all the Bosnian slang and, like, all, the, you 

know…which I don’t, really, cause I had American girls teaching me English while they were 

growing up. And I had American kids from East High coming up to me, like, “What does this 

mean? This Bosnian said this to me,” and it would be like some curse word [I didn’t know].  

 

Ironically, Selma’s comments that she can “barely, like, speak” Bosnian belie the fact that she 

works part-time as a Bosnian interpreter in doctor’s offices and hospitals in Parksburg. This 

exemplifies the complexity of linguistic competence. While Selma is able to interpret formal, 

business-like Bosnian and has studied medical terminology in order to interpret effectively at 

work, she finds herself unable to speak with Bosnian peers either in Parksburg or in Bosnia 

because of the differences in colloquial and slang vocabulary.  While Selma is linguistically 

proficient in the Bosnian she uses at work, her inability to communicate with peers affects her 

social power (in Norton’s terms) with a Bosnian peer group. Selma’s linguistic competence in 

English, in contrast, affords her more social power among mainstream American peers.    

 The ability to construct a bicultural identity is largely dependent on language 

competency, according to LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton (1993). If an immigrant does not 

feel comfortable socializing in both cultures, they are naturally limited in the depths of 

relationships they can build, and constructive social relationships are critical for bicultural 

identity construction. Following this theory, Selma’s linguistic insecurity in Bosnian adversely 

affects not only her social power among Bosnian peers, according to Norton, but her own 

construction of a bicultural identity.  

 

Linguicism.  Bosnian language use is affected by the surrounding political and social 

atmosphere.  The presence of linguicism, as described in Chapter Two, affects these women as 

they are ever mindful that mainstream Americans are not comfortable hearing other languages 

spoken. Velma describes a common scene in her high school cafeteria: 
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Researcher: Do people ever ask you at school, like, “Where are you from?” “What are 

you?” like stuff like that? 

Velma: Yeah, like when I sit with my friends at lunch and we start talking, and there’ll be 

like people at the end of the table, like, “What are y’all talking about?”  “Are you talking about 

me?” [strong AAVE accent.] [Both laugh.]  That’s always the first thing they think about, are 

you talking about them. 

Researcher: [laughs] So what do you say? 

Velma: “No, I’m minding my own business. Mind yours too.” 

 

Jasmina also speaks about the common reaction of non-immigrant Americans to hearing Bosnian 

spoken, and also mentions American intolerance of Bosnian cultural practices:   

 

Researcher: Um, like do you notice when you’re with other Bosnians how you, like, act? 

Like do you act differently than when you’re in class with a bunch of Americans? 

Jasmina: [cuts me off to answer immediately]  Oh definitely, yeah. Totally different. Like, 

when you’re with Bosnians, it’s just, your people, you know? I mean it’s just like, you’re 

yourself. And then when you’re with Americans, like, you try not to speak Bosnian, because as 

soon as you say something in Bosnian, everybody will think you’re talking about them. Even if 

you’re not, they’re just gonna think that. So, like, you just watch what you’re saying and stuff. 

And, I don’t know, like, like it might be a stupid example, but like, the girls, we always kiss each 

other on the cheek and stuff. And like, Americans, they like see it as a gay thing or whatever. 

Really. So, like, you do change the way you act. I mean, even when, like, whenever I like hang 

out with Bosnian people, like we speak English, most of the time we do speak English. But like, 

we just mix it all in. Like me and my sister, we’ll say something in English, Bosnian, German, 

like, we’ll mix it all up. But whenever someone listens to us, they say like, “How do you do that? 

You just spoke in Bosnian, then in English!” Everybody’s freaked out. 

 

When language differences are not immediately apparent, participants find that American 

peers are often oblivious to cultural and ethnic differences that are not racialized: 
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Jasmina: I think people like notice more like, with me, with my accent. Like, once I open 

my mouth they notice. But from all else they would never tell. Like, in any of my classes right 

now, nobody will ever like think of me being, you know, not American. But then once I start 

talking, they’re like, you know, “Where are you from?”  Like, “We love your beautiful accent!” 

[Says it in a joking tone.] 

 

Jasmina’s comment about classmates complimenting her accent may seem to challenge 

the reality of linguicism. I contend that Jasmina’s narrative highlights that prejudice toward race 

and color is stronger than prejudice toward language—particularly in a case in which speaking a 

foreign language is novel and unexpected due to Jasmina’s phenotype. Jasmina’s White, blond 

physical appearance spares her from racialization. In addition, the fact that her primary language 

is not Spanish, the most commonly spoken language of today’s immigrants, and that her accent 

sounds novel to her American peers spares her from the linguicism which accompanies a 

language by which many Americans feel threatened. To summarize, if Jasmina appeared Black, 

she would likely have faced racial prejudice.  If she appeared or sounded Latina, she would have 

faced linguistic and cultural prejudice. If she appeared Middle Eastern Muslim, by her own 

account she would have faced cultural, religious, and political prejudice. Instead, she appears 

“mainstream” White American and sounds “European,” so she is instead complimented as 

having a “beautiful accent.” 

 Linguicism and racialization are connected in these women’s experiences in another way. 

Each participant mentioned whether or not she had a Bosnian accent that could be detected by 

mainstream American peers.  The advantages of speaking native-like English are perhaps clearer 

to these women than to many immigrants and refugees from other places in that they all noted 

that language was the only barrier to their “passing” in White mainstream society. From the 

women’s narratives about the many Bosnian students who did not take pains to learn English 

well and the high male dropout rate, the attraction of “passing” was evidently not strong enough 

to induce every Bosnian refugee in Parksburg to try to achieve native-like English proficiency.  

In Velma’s case, she had actually adopted a dialect of English that is associated with a racialized 

group and which would appear to mainstream White Americans to be incongruous with her 

appearance; as mentioned earlier, however, her speech patterns likely serve a purpose within the 

social field of her high school. I would argue that most of the participants in this study had an 
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especially strong incentive to attain a high level of linguistic proficiency, including a Standard 

American English accent, as they perceive it as the sole barrier standing in the way of their 

blending into mainstream White society when they so choose. For this reason, linguistic 

competence in both Bosnian and English allows the women flexibility and freedom in 

constructing a cultural identity that incorporates their experiences in both Bosnian and American 

social fields. This interconnection between language and identity recalls Norton’s theory of how 

language is “constitutive of and constituted by a language learner’s social identity” and how 

identity and culture in turn influence how language is learned.  

 Analysis of students’ experiences of linguicism, racialization, and acceptance into 

mainstream society must take into account other social factors at work in the receiving 

community. When schools and their surrounding communities are more receptive to and 

welcoming of cultural and ethnic diversity, immigrants are more readily accepted in mainstream 

U.S. society and therefore fare better in social and academic adjustment (Gitlin, Buendía, 

Crosland, & Doumbia, 2003).  As a community which is suburbanized, not very multiethnic, and 

racialized along Black/White lines, Parksburg’s cultural receptivity is not nearly as high as other 

larger urban centers. The relatively narrow parameters of cultural receptivity help explain why 

racialization as White and the achievement of non-accented English speech are so significant to 

Bosnian youth in Parksburg.  

Other researchers have studied the reception immigrant groups receive in different host 

communities. Portes and Rumbaut’s (2001) concept of segmented assimilation, which attempts 

to explain why some refugees and immigrants are integrated and accepted into the mainstream 

more quickly and easily than others, holds as one of its primary four factors the cultural 

receptivity and social barriers of the mainstream community. These social barriers are not equal 

for every immigrant group. For example, two participants mentioned that Cuban students in their 

classes were teased for their accents or called drug dealers. Beyond those remarks, the 

participants did not speak about speaking Bosnian being more socially acceptable than speaking 

Spanish.  While the participants seldom refer to their Spanish-speaking classmates, the narratives 

suggest that these women’s Bosnian linguistic background is not perceived as a threat to 

mainstream White American culture in comparison to Spanish. 

According to Stephan and Stephan’s (2000) “integrated threat” theory of prejudice, the 

amount of prejudice and discrimination an individual faces is linked to the degree to which he or 
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she is a real or symbolic threat to mainstream society.  While the Bosnian population in 

Parksburg was estimated at 2,125 in 2000, they have not been considered threatening to 

mainstream White society in numbers that would “overrun” the community or in cultural 

practices that would interfere with mainstream lifestyles. (The 2000 census estimated the 

Hispanic/Latino population in Parksburg at 16,500, though other accounts suggest the population 

is closer to 25,000, with a majority comprised of undocumented immigrants from Mexico.)  In 

contrast, antagonistic rhetoric toward Spanish-speaking immigrants in the 1990s included media 

reports of an “alien invasion” leaving U.S. communities “awash under a brown tide” that puts 

“the nation’s health at peril” (Santa Ana, 2002, pp. 70, 72, 139). In contrast, refugees are often 

featured in human interest news stories of American communities helping to rebuild innocent 

families’ lives after trauma and loss in their home countries (McBrien, 2005).  The welcome 

reception granted to refugees whom society is happy to “rescue” was also noted among the first 

wave of refugees from Cuba to Miami, known as the “Golden Exiles,” in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Later waves of Cubans were received with less enthusiasm as they were seen as threatening to 

“overrun” communities (MacDonald, 2004). Cubans, of whom 1,600 came to Parksburg between 

1990 and 2000, fit into both of the categories mentioned above as both Spanish speakers and 

refugees (though not all Cubans enter the United States as refugees). As participants in this study 

rarely mentioned Cubans in their narratives, the experiences of Spanish-speaking refugees are 

beyond the scope of this study. 

 

Refugee Identity 

Whether they liked it or not, all Bosnians resettled in Parksburg through the U.S. Office 

of Refugee Resettlement and a local resettlement agency faced the reality of being known as 

“refugees.” This label was not always welcome, as the following section illustrates. 

 

Reaction to “refugee” identity label.  “That word refugee has negative connotation [sic],” 

Ajla said. She told of how she used to introduce her family as “refugees” to new acquaintances in 

Parksburg, until her daughter Selma finally told her to stop using that word. Ajla explained that 

Selma was embarrassed because of the word’s connotation of poor, backward, ignorant people 

being helped by the compassionate, progressive Americans.  This popular image of refugees as 
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being destitute or from an extremely underdeveloped country is offensive to many Bosnians who 

are proud of being from a multicultural European country.  

All the participants were quite aware of differences between themselves and other 

refugee groups, and were eager and willing to clarify those distinctions in background and 

circumstance.  For example, Ajla made a point of distinguishing Bosnians from “ordinary 

immigrants” who come to the United States for better economic opportunities. (See Ajla’s 

narrative excerpts in Chapter Four.) Despite attending school with other groups of refugee peers 

who also fled war and ethnic persecution (such as Somalia and Sudan), none of the Bosnian 

women related to other foreign-born students in their public schools. They did not seem to feel a 

particular connection with other refugees. To illustrate, when I asked Jasmina if she interacted 

much with classmates from Somalia, she shrugged:  

 

Jasmina: Honestly, I never really asked anyone, “So why did you come to this country?” 

I don’t know. I’m guessing it’s—I saw the movie Black Hawk Down, I’m guessing it has 

something to do with that. [She laughs. Seems sheepish at her lack of knowledge.] But honestly I 

don’t know. I don’t know if that’s a good—I mean, probably a bad thing. Because when I think, 

you know, people, like they will think I just moved over here just ‘cause, you know. They don’t 

know the real reason behind anything. I don’t really know or care about the real reasons of 

others. 

 

Aida clearly distinguishes the economic and educational differences among refugees from 

different countries. Her comments do not reflect a tone of superiority, but simply a statement that 

their experiences are so different that they cannot be compared, even if both groups are 

technically refugees: 

 

 Aida: Most of us Bosnians who came here lived good, good lives before the war. We, we 

always had everything that was necessary for a good life in Bosnia. So--meaning we always had 

good health care, good education from the beginning, and good nutrition, everything. I feel that 

some of the less privileged countries in Africa, that was not the case. So, it’s…I think it’s kind of 

like comparing apples and oranges. It’s completely different people. And so, I remember one of 

my friend’s dad was an ESL teacher at Park Middle School. And he told me how some of the 
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students from Somalia are very happy here, because even though they have so little, they still 

have more than what they had before. This is from what they told him.  

 

Aida’s reflection on the difference between the backgrounds and experiences of Bosnians and 

those of Somali refugees invokes Kunz’s differentiation between anticipatory and acute refugees.  

Aida, Selma, and Lajla’s families left at the beginning of the war with significant social capital 

and would likely fall into Kunz’s (1973) category of anticipatory refugee. Jasmina and Velma’s 

experiences of fleeing Bosnia after violence had begun might fall into Kunz’s acute refugee 

category, as would the experiences of the vast majority of Somali refugees in Parksburg. 

Some participants linked the “refugee” label with treatment by Americans that assumed 

Bosnian ignorance and backwardness. Ajla noted that even her refugee resettlement agency had 

made such assumptions: 

 

Researcher (in field notes): Ajla said, “Even Catholic Social Services” treated them like 

they had treated earlier refugee groups, who were primarily Vietnamese and Cuban. Catholic 

Social Services used the same cultural orientation program with the Bosnians as they had for the 

Vietnamese. They showed them a videotape of snow and said, Ajla related in an exaggerated 

slow voice: “’This is snow. It is coming in December, or January, or February.’ And we hosted 

the Winter Olympics!”  [Sarajevo hosted the 1984 Winter Olympics.] They showed them how to 

flush the toilets, Ajla said scornfully, while she left a toilet and a French bidet in her home in the 

city of Mostar, Bosnia.  She told of their sponsor showing them their dishwasher and how to use 

it.  She didn’t want to hurt their feelings so she nodded and went along with it. But before they 

left Bosnia, she said, she had a new dishwasher. And a microwave, and a car, and air 

conditioning.  Of her family’s sponsor, she said, “I realized he expects my ‘Wow!’ to America.”  

“I didn’t know how to behave” in the face of attitudes from those who intended to help them, she 

admitted, unsure whether to speak frankly “or to keep quiet and act like a refugee.”  

 

American ignorance of other cultures and stereotypes of refugees affected students in schools, as 

well: 
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Aida: I think part of some of the—I shouldn’t say resentment, but, why Bosnian kids 

even—you know what I was saying—“Look at these Americans, how they think, what are they 

doing?” this and that, also came from when a lot of students didn’t know where Bosnia is, what 

Bosnia is, or why Bosnia is, you know. And a lot of people thought that Bosnia was in Africa. 

And, uh, just questions like, “Did you guys live in cages—er, caves, I mean, did you have cars, 

all these things. And to me, I didn’t, I didn’t feel offended by it, I just felt like, I feel sad for this 

person for his being so poorly educated. But a lot of Bosnian students used that as, “Oh, look 

how dumb they are, why should we [make an effort]…”  But if you asked them about some 

country, about some small country in the Middle East, I’m sure they wouldn’t know about it 

either. You know? It’s just kind of like…[trails off] 

 

 Each participant reported responding to American ignorance of Bosnia and Herzegovina 

by avoiding conversation about being a “refugee” as much as possible. “I don’t feel like getting 

into the whole thing,” Selma sighed.  Further conversation with Selma, Jasmina, Lajla, and 

Velma revealed that there was a reason for avoiding conversation that extended beyond not 

wanting to confront the ignorance of many American peers. Each of them indicated that they also 

did not want to talk about war or revisit painful personal experiences to people who for the most 

part had no idea of the horror involved in the conflict and ethnic cleansing that took place during 

the war in Bosnia.   

 

Issues specific to refugees.  Some other issues raised in the narratives relate to cultural 

identity construction and may apply specifically to refugees.  These are included here 

specifically to suggest applications for this study to educational practice.  One theme common to 

several participants is the multiple international moves involved in the refugee resettlement 

process. Jasmina moved from Bosnia to Croatia to Germany to the United States (first Chicago 

and finally Parksburg). Aida went from Bosnia to Spain before settling in the United States. 

Lajla left Bosnia for several years in Turkey before leaving again. Selma, Ajla, and Velma left 

Bosnia for Croatia and came later to the U.S.   These multiple “uprootings” (Ahmed, Castañeda, 

Fortier, & Sheller, 2003) are particularly difficult for older children or adolescents who are 

already in the developmental process of seeking social security and exploring their social and 
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personal identities. I asked Aida how her multiple moves affected how she dealt with “who you 

are and who you’re going to be”: 

 

Aida: Yes, yes. I definitely [dealt with this] all through high school. Because, I, I mean, I 

can’t tell if that’s because I was in a new place or if that’s a natural part of growing up. I’m sure 

that it was a natural part of growing up, but catalyzed by the fact that I was in a new place.  Just, 

um, because maybe I, I was already trying to start to find that I belonged in my social framework 

in Spain and I was put in a whole different social structure that I, that I  had to learn and be a 

part of. And so I think that, you know, it was a natural thing to go through. And like I said, it 

wasn’t anything that hindered me from continuing on with my education or anything. It was just 

a psychological struggle. 

 

While Aida was able to adjust her habitus to her new social field in Parksburg and made the 

adjustment from Spanish to American culture, many young Bosnian refugees had much more 

difficulty in adjusting to their multiple uprootings.   

Participants who spent several years in European countries such as Germany or Spain 

tended to have more difficulty adjusting to life in the United States than those who had remained 

in refugee communities in Croatia before coming to Parksburg. Jasmina and Aida explained this 

by describing how other European cultures share more similarities with Bosnian culture and 

were therefore easier to understand and adapt to. Many Bosnian refugees spent several years in 

Germany or other European countries and thought they would be there permanently; they had 

learned the language and culture and had spent several years in their new school systems before 

learning they would have to move to the United States and would not be allowed to stay in 

Germany permanently. This experience, common to many Bosnians, of coming to the U.S. 

unwillingly affected the attitude of many Bosnian students upon arrival in Parksburg schools. 

These challenges were corroborated by social service workers in refugee resettlement agencies, 

as described in Chapter One.   

 

The discussion of refugee identity naturally leads to a comparison of these participants’ 

experiences with those of other refugees. The narratives of these Bosnian women should not be 
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construed as representing the experiences of the majority of refugees settled in the United States. 

While there is no “typical” refugee or refugee experience, a brief look at the national origins of 

the major refugee groups resettled in Parksburg confirms that Bosnian Muslims were generally 

the most economically and educationally advantaged in their home country before their arrival to 

the United States. Their European cultural heritage is also more similar to U.S. cultural 

expectations than Vietnamese or Sudanese culture, for example, which would seem to ease the 

cultural transition of Bosnians. As discussed earlier, however, some mental health professionals 

who work often with refugees claim that the relative comfort and prosperity Bosnians left in their 

homeland makes the loss and the rebuilding process in the U.S. more difficult. Regardless, it is 

important to note that these women’s experiences can in no way be considered “typical” for 

refugees, or indeed the majority of immigrants in general. 

Readers should also understand that the participants in this narrative study cannot even be 

considered representative of all Bosnian Muslim refugee women in Parksburg.  As mentioned 

earlier, these women are the “success stories” of their community in academic achievement and 

professional career goals. They function socially both in mainstream U.S. society and in the local 

Bosnian community, though they vary in their comfort levels in each community. They have all 

mastered the English language and are able to express themselves with ease and articulation as 

well or better than many native speakers their age. They are also all capable of reflection on their 

cultural influences and experiences that might not be possible for people who are still struggling 

acutely with the trauma of relocation or war. In addition, they have each negotiated their social 

fields through changing habitus; they are not all comfortable or satisfied with the cultural identity 

they now identify in themselves, but at the very least they all indicate awareness of the social 

processes at work in the reconstruction of cultural identity. 

At the same time, I must also note that some of the findings of this study are indeed 

common to many immigrants and are not unique either to refugees or to Bosnians. The necessity 

of negotiating social identity within schools and ethnic enclaves, the realities of racialization and 

linguicism, and post-immigration reconstructions of ethnic and linguistic identities are all issues 

faced by many immigrants. The struggles involved in constructing a compatible bicultural 

identity face immigrants and refugees from every culture (Benet-Martínez et al, 2002). As 

introduced in the review of previous research on cultural identity construction in Chapter Two, 
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refugees and immigrants may have more common experiences in adjusting to the U.S. than they 

have distinctions.  

School officials and teachers who interact with refugees from future conflicts can gain 

insight into the challenges their students are likely to face by knowing not only what difficulties 

refugees faced in their home countries, but how they spent the years that may have elapsed 

between leaving their homeland and arriving in the new American school system. Hones (2002) 

research showed that teachers who learn about the backgrounds of their refugee and immigrant 

students become more understanding and helpful to those students and their families. Helping 

refugee students stay engaged academically following multiple uprootings is a daunting task, but 

is probably necessary to avoid the mass disengagement from school which these women describe 

among many Bosnian peers, particularly young men.  

The issue of war trauma is another subject which has implications for educational 

practice and policy. These women generally mentioned war in a detached manner in the 

narratives, and some declined to mention war-related events at all.  While I learned from refugee 

resettlement workers that some of the women personally witnessed traumatic events, none of the 

women shared any such experiences with me. As detailed in Chapter Three, I deliberately 

avoided asking direct questions about the war for several reasons. First, my study is primarily 

concerned with experiences in the United States, not in Bosnia. Second, it would be neither 

respectful nor responsible to evoke intensely personal and potentially painful memories without 

participants’ prior knowledge or agreement.  However, it is still worth noting the general silence 

of participants on the subject of traumatic experiences from the homeland.  The silence in this 

area may be significant.  Knowing about possible trauma in the background of refugee students 

is important for teachers and school officials serving students who have recently come from war-

torn countries (McBrien, 2005).  

 

The Role of the Homeland in Cultural Identity Construction 

Another theme related to leaving one’s homeland figured quite prominently into the 

narratives, though I had not expected it to be significant.  That theme is an element of cultural 

identity which is highly influential to most people but which is glaringly absent in each of these 

women’s current daily lives: namely, the cultural homeland—from which refugees by definition 

have been separated. 
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Visits to Bosnia.  Every participant except Velma had returned to Bosnia and 

Herzegovina to visit since moving to Parksburg. Each of these women had a strong visceral 

reaction to returning to their country of origin. In each case, this emotional reaction was strongly 

related to their integration within the Bosnian community in Parksburg, among other elements of 

cultural identity construction. Several participants also described the return to Bosnia as a 

milestone in their sense of being tied to the culture and place. The significance of visits to Bosnia 

was something several participants brought up on their own during interviews, rather than as a 

response to my questions. Although I had not anticipated it, visiting the homeland seems to be 

significant to cultural identity construction for many of these women.  For this reason, this final 

section of elements of cultural identity addresses the role of the homeland—and particularly, the 

significance of returning to visit the homeland—in cultural identity construction.  

 Jasmina describes her positive reaction to the idealized “European” Bosnia she found 

during her visit: 

 

Researcher to Jasmina: Have you been back? 

Jasmina: I have. It wasn’t really planned. Like, uh, my dad he died in the war. And then, 

my mom she had to fill out papers and stuff. So we hadn’t been in Bosnia since ’95, so it’s 

been ten years, and, um, if you, I don’t really know. It’s like Social Security for my dad that 

died, and um, like, it’s gonna be in my mom’s name, like she had, like she’s never received 

anything ever since he died, and he died like right at the beginning of the war in ’92. So, like, 

I think the deadline is this summer for everything else. So me and her went for Spring Break. 

Actually the deadline has passed, I think, summer of 2005. And like we just went back for 

Spring Break. It was just for three weeks. I mean, it’s pretty. I love it. Like, I like it there. I 

don’t know, it’s just, just more safe there and stuff. Just the atmosphere, like Europe itself. I 

mean, summer of 2004 we were in Sweden, cause my aunt lives up there. And, I just love it. I 

mean, all of Europe. Like, the way everything is. I like it a lot better. I don’t know. 

 

Like Jasmina, Lajla described a positive experience visiting family in Bosnia. The experience of 

visiting the homeland sparked her desire to reconnect with her Bosnian cultural heritage.  
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Lajla: When I went to Bosnia...like, here, I didn’t have Bosnian friends. And then when I 

went to Bosnia, everybody was like, “Well, she doesn’t speak really good Bosnian,” so I was left 

out there too…This past year when I went back, I felt like more like it was my home. 

Researcher: So you had to make an effort? 

Lajla: Mm-hmm, a big effort.  Like I wouldn’t talk, like when all the family got, you know, 

together, like I wouldn’t talk. I was just like, “uh...uh...” Like, like simple things, like I talk to my 

mom like half-half. Like, ‘cause we own a restaurant, like, everything about food, I’m used to 

doing in English. I’m just like, I say in Bosnian, “Can you get me...” and then I say like “fork” 

in English. And I would be doing that in Bosnia and like they’d just look down at me. Like this 

past year it was a lot better. I blended in better.  

Researcher: Do you think you’ll keep going back? 

Lajla: Oh definitely. 

 

Lajla’s commitment to relearning Bosnian language and culture and forging relationships with 

Bosnian peers was kindled in large part by her visit to Bosnia. Although she has only returned to 

visit two times, those visits have played a disproportionately significant role in her construction 

of cultural identity.  

 Selma’s reaction to visiting Bosnia was similarly powerful and indicative of her comfort 

level in a Bosnian cultural setting. In contrast to Jasmina and Lajla’s experiences, though, 

Selma’s visit seemed to reaffirm her feeling more comfortable in mainstream American culture 

than in traditional Bosnian society: 

 

Selma: I’ve only been once since we have lived here. Just because I feel so far removed 

from there, I don’t really have, other than like my grandfather and other family, I don’t have 

anything that draws me over there.  

Researcher: Do you think your grandfather will ever come here? 

Selma: (shakes head)  He’s been here and doesn’t like it.  [laughs]  He’s like freaked out 

because nobody walks around; everybody’s shut in their houses. And he feels really kind of 

paranoid that nobody comes out of their houses. And I can understand that, because in Bosnia at 

least there was somebody sitting in front of the house, you know. And here, he just thought it was 

so weird. He couldn’t handle it [laughs]. 
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Aida struggled with the complexities of ethnic and religious identity in the politicized 

Bosnia which has changed so much since the war:   

 

Researcher to Aida: Have you ever been back to visit?  

Aida: I went back. I studied for four months in Rome my junior year of college, that 

would be a year and a half ago. I guess two years now. And uh, in December my mom came to 

visit me and, in Rome, and we went back to Bosnia. I was there for two days and I was, I was 

pretty ready to leave. 

First of all, wintertime is a very different time to go than summertime. When you go in the 

summertime, everything is kind of masked by the beauty of the city and all the people who are 

now spread around the world come back and so, everything is beautiful and kept up and so forth. 

If you go in the wintertime, basically, everything is bare naked. You see the bare bones of how 

people live. And, I, I…my city is the second largest. It’s called Mostar. But it’s still not very big, 

certainly not compared to the cities in the States. And my city during the war, my city is naturally 

split in half by a river that runs through it. And during the war, uh, the way it kind of played out 

is that the left side of the city ended up being where they pushed all the Muslims. And then they 

knocked down the bridges. And the right side became the Croatian side. And so, me being back, 

my house was on what now is the Croatian side.  

So I went back, and I didn’t feel like I was back home. The city names were changed to 

some Croatian kings, Catholic names, um, you turn left you see huge mosques, you turn right, 

you see this cross that just like boggles your mind [motions that it’s huge]. It’s not even, like, 

pretty. They stuck like two blocks of cement and tied them together, just kind of to--mark their 

territory. You know? And then, you look a little bit further and—and my city kind of sits in a 

valley—and on one of the mountains, again, this huge cross. And I just felt totally oppressed. 

Just by living outside of that environment, you kind of get used to not have to think about those 

things of that environment. It doesn’t—it’s not, “Oh, how beautiful, these historical monuments” 

any more. It’s like, how much more obvious can you make it to me that you belong to that group 

and, you know, that’s your territory, okay.   

In Rome, I met some, some people from my city. So that when I went there, I called her. 

But I was on the left part, on the left side, with a friend of mine, and I knew that she was 
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Croatian, and I had to think about whether I could invite her there or not, and whether she’s 

gonna feel offended by the fact that…it was really too much for me to have to, you know, think 

about on my vacation. You know? And so I—I was just, I was ready to leave. If I had been in a 

different city that wasn’t my own, it wouldn’t have been as oppressive to me, but going to my city 

and my home and feeling like a foreigner—it’s just…[shakes head] 

 

Aida’s reaction to her visit to the homeland shares similarities with the struggles of interethnic 

and multicultural identity she describes in Parksburg.  Throughout her narrative of life in 

Parksburg, Aida has described herself as an “international child” who wishes to rise above ethnic 

and religious conflict by disassociating herself from any particular ethnic or religious 

identification. In Bosnia as in Parksburg, this approach toward cultural identity construction has 

not spared Aida from the challenges of living in societies in which ethnic and religious identities 

continue to divide and influence cultures. 

Why were visits back to Bosnia so significant for so many of the participants? The power 

of the connection to the homeland has been noticed by other researchers; a recent dissertation 

studying Bosnian adolescent women through the interpretive framework of critical 

developmental psychology argues that the identity constructions of Bosnian refugees can be 

understood primarily “in terms of their attitude to Bosnia and the Bosnian diaspora, rather than in 

terms of their relationships with hegemonic American society” (Mosselson, 2002, p. 6). My 

study suggests that cultural identity construction is a more complex process in which reaction to 

and interaction with U.S. society does indeed play a significant role. Nevertheless, attitudes 

toward Bosnia seem as significant as attitudes toward Bosnian peer groups in the U.S.  

Once again, Bourdieu’s theories provide a useful lens for interpretation of this 

phenomenon. For one thing, these visits thrust each woman back into a field (Bourdieu’s social 

landscape) which she had left behind years before. While she developed her habitus in relation to 

her new social field, the field in post-war Bosnia had itself changed while she was gone. Her 

habitus did not fit that social and cultural field, rendering her cultural capital less valuable, in 

some ways, than it was in her new field in the U.S., to which her habitus now corresponds. 

Dissonant elements between American habitus and Bosnian social field include Bosnian 

language proficiency for Lajla and Jasmina, religious and ethnic affiliation for Aida, or 
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traditional culture for Selma. The change in field precipitated by each woman’s travel to Bosnia 

challenged her habitus, her sense of security and belonging, and therefore her cultural identity. 

 

The Bosnian homeland and participants’ plans for the future.  As an extension of the 

significance of visits back to Bosnia, participants’ future plans for traveling to Bosnia reflect 

upon the ways they have constructed their cultural identities within an American social field.  

Mersiha mentioned that she had gone back “a few times” but hasn’t “been back in a few years.” 

When I asked her if she thought she would ever return to Bosnia for a long-term stay, she paused 

for a long time before answering, “No. It’s not safe there. I’d just rather live somewhere else.”  

Jasmina, on the other hand, is planning her future around the possibility of moving back to her 

country of origin: 

 

Jasmina: I really wanna move back, like, I’m thinking about going back to work there.  

As much as I do, I really don’t, ‘cause I already got used to the United States. But it’s a good 

thing like if I worked for an accounting firm, where like they’re located anywhere in the world. 

So, even if I, you know, ever decide, you know, “I don’t like it anymore. I wanna live in the 

United States again,” I could. That’s a great thing. Great opportunity. There’s two accounting 

firms in Bosnia, and what I want to do is try to get hired by one of them and just move back there 

and work there in Bosnia. 

 

Like her reflections on social life in Parksburg and in Bosnia, Aida’s consideration of a possible 

future in Bosnia reflects her pacifistic analysis of ethnic, political, and cultural conflict: 

 

Aida:  I, I’m tied to Bosnia and I need to go—this time I’d like to go in the summertime so 

that I feel a little bit better about the time, enjoy it.  [pause]  

Yeah, it’s, it’s bad. …Yeah. The war…the violence in a war is always the given. But there 

are so many more aspects that come through it and just, what comes after that lasts for so much 

longer than the war did. [pause] I can’t imagine like, going back and raising a family there. I 

mean, I, I just would not want my children to be raised with that hatred, with that type of 

mentality, where different groups…it’s just so unnecessary. I’m sure that in maybe four, five 

generations it will kind of smooth itself out maybe a little bit more. But at this point in my 
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lifetime, [shakes her head].  That’s so sad when parents inculcate that into their children, then 

they carry that on here in the States, like what happened to my friend, alienated by her peers 

because her parents are a certain [ethnic] group. 

 

Aida is direct in her condemnation of the political and nationalistic fervor which wreaked havoc 

on her homeland. Despite this condemnation, and despite her strong negative reaction both to the 

“traditional” Bosnian community in Parksburg and the “oppressive” reality of her ethnically 

divided hometown, Aida still describes herself as “tied to” Bosnia.  This emotional bond she 

describes evokes an almost primeval connection between an unwilling exile and her permanently 

altered homeland.  Even for refugees who are physically able to “go home again,” the homeland 

they find is not the same homeland that shaped their cultural identities years before. 

 

 

Summary of Analysis and Theoretical Interpretation 

 

 

Cultural identity is not stagnant.  It is constantly being restructured and reconstructed just 

as identity itself is dynamic.  Narratives from these young women from Bosnian Muslim 

communities reveal that schooling influences academic identity and social identity within the 

Bosnian refugee community in the United States. The women’s connection with the local 

Bosnian community, in turn, affects social identity and the effort to pass as non-immigrant to the 

mainstream American school community. Social experiences in school influence the 

construction of racial identity, which is impacted by the process of racialization, the awareness of 

White privilege, and the racial identity assigned by others in school.  

The construction of cultural identity involves a number of interrelated facets of identity.  

The labels students choose to identify themselves culturally may relate to their past cultural 

experiences, a desire for a cultural identity they are currently constructing, or a desire to pass as 

non-immigrant to the mainstream American community. For these Bosnian refugee women, 

ethnic identity and religious identity have become more salient after the war, as a reaction to 

persecution in Bosnia and fear of losing Bosnian Muslim culture in the United States. The 

rediscovery of Islamic religious practices despite reasserted prejudice toward Muslims in the 
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post-2001 United States is related to the post-war search for identity, both among Bosnians who 

remained in the homeland and among Bosnian refugees in the United States. Language use is a 

central factor in participants’ connection to Bosnian communities both in Parksburg and in 

Bosnia.  While American’s discomfort with foreign languages and the resulting linguicism is 

noted by the participants, the common desire to learn and speak English without a Bosnian 

accent seems more affected by racialization; that is, they perceive a Bosnian accent as the only 

external factor standing in the way of passing as mainstream White Americans. The desire to 

“pass” in the mainstream does not indicate the women’s desire to negate or separate themselves 

from their Bosnian heritage. Instead, the ability to operate with native-like cultural and linguistic 

proficiency in both cultures serves as the goal of their identity construction as bicultural 

individuals.  

Several of the participants note negative perceptions of the term “refugee,” and none of 

them have significant friendships with refugees or immigrants from other cultural groups. They 

do cite the multiple uprootings common to many refugees as factors that have hindered 

acculturation and academic achievement of many Bosnian refugee students. Finally, students’ 

reactions to their visits back to Bosnia seem to reflect the extent to which they are constructing 

their cultural identities with a strong tie to their home culture. The homeland seems to hold 

symbolic significance to refugee cultural identity construction. Some participants even consider 

returning to Bosnia in the future and are constructing their cultural identities accordingly, 

focusing on improving Bosnian linguistic and cultural competencies and identifying more with 

the label “Bosnian” than “American.” 

 Bourdieu’s theories have many areas of application to this study, though they also have 

some limitations. This study focused on the concept of constructing cultural identity in the midst 

of multiple cultural uprootings (from Bosnia to Parksburg often via third cultures) and multiple 

cultural worlds in the United States (Parksburg school culture and an insular Bosnian social 

enclave). Cultural identity is affected by immigration to the United States, either because of 

cultural loss due to assimilation, or from renewed search for Bosnian cultural identity due to 

enclave communities and fear of cultural loss.  

Bourdieu’s concepts of a habitus that must be constructed and reconstructed to react to 

changing social fields provides a topographical metaphor for the task of negotiating cultural 

identity in changing social circumstances.  Another of Bourdieu’s signature concepts, social 
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capital, is illustrated as the Bosnian students discover that their skin color and European heritage 

commands more social capital than do the racial and cultural backgrounds of other immigrant 

and refugee students from other backgrounds. Also confirming Bourdieu’s observations is the 

role of schools in cultural reproduction, sometimes through symbolic violence, which these 

women discover as they learn about American perceptions of race.   

 Analysis of the narratives reveals some limitations in Bourdieu’s theory when applied to 

the cultural identity construction of these Bosnian women. Most significant, perhaps, is the role 

White privilege plays in cultural reproduction and the accumulation of social capital. Unlike 

many social forces, the reality of White privilege in U.S. culture is so pervasive and so glaringly 

obvious that most of the participants commented on it of their own initiative. While Bourdieu 

refers to race, he focuses on social class as playing the significant role in cultural reproduction 

and the transfer of social capital. The complexity of the negotiation of cultures and the social 

setting of immigration also stretch the limits of Bourdieu’s theory to the cultural identity 

construction of these Bosnian women. Bourdieu’s habitus, social capital, and cultural 

reproduction are concepts that are useful in studying their experiences as refugees rebuilding 

their lives in the United States, but they do not reflect the nuances of the complex personal and 

cultural identities of individuals who may feel marginalized between two cultures (“ni de aqui ni 

de alla”), may be struggling with an oppositional bicultural identity, or may be simultaneously 

negotiating two cultures with different peer groups. While each other theory has its own 

limitations, the concepts of segmented assimilation, biculturalism, and cultural frame switching 

each proved useful as alternative theoretical lenses through which to view these women’s 

narratives.  

 

 Despite all the facets of cultural identity named and analyzed within the chapter, cultural 

identity cannot be dissected and labeled in any comprehensive manner. By its nature, identity is 

“never fully formed” and “always potentially changing” (Gee, 2001, p. 111), just as these 

women’s social fields are shifting and evolving with temporal and spatial changes in their lives. 

The goal of researching identity is not to capture a person’s sense of self and transfer that to 

paper. Rather, in the words of Sfard and Prusak (2005, p. 17), “it is the activity of identifying 

rather than its end product” which is most illustrative in understanding the role of schooling in 

the way these women negotiate their sense of themselves within and between cultural worlds.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

The traumatic political and personal circumstances surrounding refugees’ departure from 

their home countries, as well as the multiple moves and “uprootings” often involved in the 

lengthy process to permanent resettlement, are challenges common to many refugees from a 

wide range of cultural, ethnic, and religious backgrounds.  As a result of their hardships, resettled 

refugees often encounter additional personal, social, and cultural difficulties during the process 

of negotiating their cultural identities within their social field or fields in the United States. For 

students, schooling plays a significant role in this cultural identity construction as it immerses 

young people into the various cultures and social fields of fellow students, teachers and 

administrators, and the schooling institution.  Although a variety of research methodologies 

could be used to study how schooling influences cultural identity development, this study turned 

to the voices of students themselves.  By studying the personal narratives of one particular group 

of students—adolescent female refugees from Bosnian Muslim communities—this study 

explored the role of public schooling in the cultural identity construction of these young women. 

The influence of schooling on individuals’ cultural identity construction extends beyond 

the relationship between academic achievement and identity. This influence extends to racial 

identity, linguistic identity, and social identity in both American-born and Bosnian-born peer 

groups. All participants place a high value on the ability to function with cultural, social, and 

linguistic competence in multiple social fields. These fields include interaction with U.S.-born 

White student peers, interaction with Bosnian-born student peers, and (for most participants) 

interaction with Bosnian friends and family members currently in Bosnia. For some students, 

social competence in interacting with African-American student peers is also a desired cultural 

goal. The importance of social and cultural competence in these multiple social fields reflects the 

bicultural identity aspirations of each of the women in this study. While not every participant is 

able to effectively “step in and out of” multiple social fields as easily as she would like, each 

participant values bicultural competence and constructs her cultural identity around the ideal of 

bicultural competence. 
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Most of the women indicated that their desired level of functioning in mainstream White 

U.S. society involved not just linguistic and cultural mastery of mainstream White practices and 

expectations, but also the ability to pass as a non-immigrant and avoid questions about native 

language, religion, home culture, or refugee status.  For some of the participants, the goal of 

bicultural identity construction (which many participants described but did not name as such) 

involves hiding the Bosnian, Muslim, and refugee identity completely while operating in 

mainstream U.S. social fields.  

The importance of race in mainstream U.S. culture has influenced the participants’ 

cultural identity construction as well. Almost all of the women were aware of the pervasiveness 

of White privilege both within and without of the school environment, and were aware that the 

extent to which they could pass as a White non-immigrant would confer social advantages that 

were not available to many other immigrant and refugee groups. 

The legacy of being a refugee is unattractive to these participants’ perception of 

bicultural identity construction and the participants’ elevation of their own ethnic heritage; 

consequently, the women in this study generally eschew the identity label “refugee” and do not 

associate with other refugee or immigrant students in school. The reluctance to self-identify as a 

refugee does not reflect the women’s feelings of separation from or connection to the Bosnian 

homeland. Rather, the participants’ feelings toward Bosnia and reactions to recent visits back to 

Bosnia are related to their feelings of integration into or separation from a Bosnian identity and 

the Bosnian community in the United States. 

 

 

A Concluding Narrative 

 

 

In concluding this research study, I am offering a narrative of my own—a researcher 

narrative drawn from observations made during the process of narrative research. The following 

narrative introduces a physical place—a mosque built by and for Bosnian refugees in 

Parksburg—which is significant to its community not only because of its function as a place of 

worship and community gathering but also its testimony to a community’s organization, 

perseverance, and commitment to its new community.  My purpose in sharing the following 
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narrative extends beyond those reasons, however. I am presenting the story of the construction of 

the mosque as an allegory for the construction of cultural identity. While not a perfect or highly 

developed allegory by any means, the narrative of the mosque does have a few parallels with the 

task of cultural identity construction undertaken by the women in this study.  

 

The new Bosnian mosque is on a residential street in Heinz Park, a neighborhood 

centrally located in Parksburg—well within the city limits, and in a central section of the city 

situated between the more prosperous East End and the higher poverty and crime rates of the 

downtown and West End. Heinz Park was built by German immigrants, and now-retired second- 

and third-generation German-Americans still account for a large percentage of residents in the 

small, mostly tidy single-family homes all around Heinz Park. The community did not restrict 

commercial property owners the way some other neighboring areas did   so over the years more 

undesirable businesses moved into the area. The former main street of Heinz Park is now a so-

called “business district.” A large number of auto body shops, payday lenders, and drive-thru 

liquor stores have replaced the florists, antique shops, and many other retail businesses and 

offices that may have been located here in the past. The neighborhood is still largely quiet in the 

evenings, however, without a great deal of crime.  

The lower prices and desirability of present-day Heinz Park has contributed to 

diversifying the population, as well. From my own home near the main street of the 

neighborhood, a ten-minute walk can take me to a small Mexican grocery, two West African 

groceries, a Russian grocery, an Arabic grocery, a pan-Asian grocery and fish market, and a 

West African restaurant. These immigrant-owned businesses are in addition to the Bosnian 

establishments clustered in one block: bakery, grocery, café, hair salon, and bar. Two Korean 

churches and a Baha’i temple are also located in the immediate area, along with an English-

speaking church that holds free ESL and citizenship classes.  While Heinz Park can claim the 

largest concentration of Bosnian-owned businesses in Parksburg, none of the participants in my 

study live in the neighborhood themselves.   

A dilapidated old shotgun house on a large half-acre lot sat unoccupied for over a year 

on a central residential street in the Heinz Park neighborhood. Like the hundreds of other 

shotgun-style houses in Parksburg, this one was small—maybe 800 square feet—one room wide 

and three or four rooms deep. This type of traditional design was common across the Southern 
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United States during the early industrial period; it was so named because of its long, thin floor 

plan which would enable a person to aim a shotgun into the front door and see through each 

doorway through to the back door.  The house was in ill-repair, with a sagging front porch and 

missing shingles. The lonely wooden porch swing was its prettiest feature. 

A realtor’s sign appeared in the yard one day, where it remained for months. It finally 

disappeared and a non-English-speaking construction crew appeared shortly thereafter and 

began to gut the house. I stopped by the site once to ask the foreman about the construction. He 

said the workers were Russian. (It occurred to me at the time that they may well have been from 

another former Communist Bloc nation and he was just trying to humor a culturally ignorant 

American neighbor by giving a simple answer. I never found out.)  The Slavic-looking crew 

worked on the small house for weeks, and piles of lumber, old insulation, tile, and shingles soon 

piled up in the driveway.  

One day, after the crew had been working for several weeks, a mysterious structure 

appeared on the house’s front lawn. This object was not unobtrusive: It was shaped like a rocket 

and would have been two stories high if it were standing on end. For several days the secret 

weapon sat out on sawhorses in the front yard of the house, draped in secrecy under a heavy 

black tarp. I was curious and walked past it daily, not bothering to hide my stares. 

I finally caught a glimpse of the rocket one afternoon when its black cloak had been 

removed for the men to work on it.  Without the tarp, the rocket looked like an odd turret, an 

incongruous cross-breeding of architecture from the Middle Ages and materials from Home 

Depot. Its shingled top cone and horizontal siding matched the green shingles and white vinyl 

siding of the unobtrusive little shotgun house.  As if a shingled rocket with vinyl siding weren’t 

unusual enough in this modest residential neighborhood, the six-sided turret had some geometric 

designs cut into the vinyl siding right under the shingled cone. I could only assume this would be 

a kind of tower. The elongated hexagonal cutouts immediately reminded me of a design I had 

frequently seen in the Middle East.  It looked like a minaret. Why anyone would put a minaret on 

a house was a mystery to me, though, especially since the house is on a mostly residential street. 

Apparently I wasn’t the only neighbor curious about a secret weapon being built in the 

front yard of the old white home with the porch swing out front. “I’ll tell you a funny story,” 

Selma said weeks later, highly amused.  She said that several men from the neighborhood 

approached the construction foreman one day and asked what he was doing, and what in the 
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world was he making in the front yard? The foreman replied that he was making a lighthouse to 

protect the neighborhood.  When the neighbors asked why, he responded, “Well, you know, 

there’s an airport, and we don’t want any planes flying in here.”  When I asked Selma why the 

builder was trying to hide his plans from the neighbors, she shrugged and said, “He’s just a 

funny guy. He was just telling them that.” I was a little skeptical about that. I think anyone 

building a mosque for immigrants in a working-class residential neighborhood in Parksburg 

might have good reason to try to smooth over or delay reaction from the neighbors. 

Eventually the rocket-shaped tower was raised from its sawhorses and attached vertically 

to the side of the renovated old one-story house. Although I chuckled at what the neighbors 

might think, I expect that serious objections were few at first. After all, Heinz Park has been 

transitioning into a more multicultural community for more than a decade now, and all the 

residents I have met have had an understated, keep-to-yourself approach to neighborly relations.   

Then the trees came down. And this wasn’t just routine yard maintenance. In one week, 

six mature hardwood trees on that lot were felled, the ground was leveled by a steamroller, the 

grass was covered by gravel, and the sidewalk was reduced to mud puddles from all the 

construction equipment. The large shaded lawn was now solid gravel and dust, from the street to 

the house and from the edge to edge of the adjacent neighbors’ lawns. A flimsy black plastic 

barrier tacked up along its boundaries demarcated the lot. 

Ramadan began shortly thereafter, and any doubts I may have had about the house’s 

secret identity were satisfied when I noticed the cars gathered on the freshly graveled front yard 

on Fridays.  Selma called to invite me to the iftar (fast-breaking) feast at the new mosque on the 

second Friday of Ramadan and I eagerly accepted her invitation.  Selma’s family usually attends 

another mosque in town, but was gathering for the first iftar feast held at the Bosnian mosque. 

She explained that the Bosnian community had come together to purchase and renovate the 

property, had hired an imam to move in from another town, and planned to provide religious 

teaching for those Bosnians in Parksburg who do not speak English.  

I knew the building she described to me, of course, but no sign had been erected at the 

mosque, either on the street or on the building itself. I wondered if that was a deliberate decision 

to avoid attention, or if it was considered unnecessary because everyone who would go to the 

building already knew its function. Only the minaret provided a clue to house’s identity. I 

reflected that ironically, the minaret is much more of an attention-grabber than any sign would 
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be. The Baha’i center a few blocks away is also a converted house with a sign in front, and it is 

far less obtrusive without a lighthouse sticking up from its corner. 

 When I arrived at the mosque at dusk that Friday, the first thing I noticed was a 

conspicuous fluorescent pink sign posted on the front door of the enclosed porch. “Posted: STOP 

WORK” screamed the bold notice from the local inspection and license department. Below the 

bold heading was a statement about the building and/or parking lot not having the necessary 

permit.  

I instantly imagined at least two possible explanations which seemed plausible. First, 

perhaps the building’s owners failed to obtain the necessary permits to tear up the entire 

quarter-acre front lawn in a residential neighborhood for a gravel parking lot. Alternately, I can 

imagine the shocked non-immigrant neighbors, upon learning that the rocket being built in the 

front yard was not in fact a lighthouse but was a minaret, calling city government to complain. If 

they didn’t complain about gaining a mosque as a next-door neighbor without prior knowledge, 

they may well have complained about the leveling of trees and the entire front lawn becoming a 

dusty makeshift parking lot.   

I wanted to give the neighbors the benefit of the doubt as well, reasoning that they 

already lived quite happily next to a Bosnian bakery, bar, restaurant, grocery, and hair salon, so 

what difference should a mosque make? At the same time, I remembered that last year plans had 

been publicized to turn a vacant restaurant building nearby into a Latino-oriented nightclub, and 

the ensuing neighborhood reaction had been so strong that a large number of residents flooded a 

council meeting and voted to ban all sale of alcohol within a three-block radius of the proposed 

establishment. To my knowledge, none of the other ethnic businesses had faced opposition. 

Perhaps a mosque is more intimidating in this post-9/11 atmosphere. Then again, perhaps the 

mosque builders had in fact failed to get the required licenses or permits for their parking lot. 

Hearing activity inside the building signaling that the prayer had concluded, I entered 

through the front door see women busily removing their prayer rugs and spreading out two large 

vinyl picnic tablecloths on the newly carpeted floor—one for the men and one for the women.  I 

was struck by the large feeling of space inside such a small house, thanks to clever renovations 

that removed most interior walls.  The children were now gathered in a smaller front room, and 

behind it was a large prayer room that ran the width of the house.  A small eat-in kitchen in the 

back of the house, a bathroom, and a small storage closet claimed the remaining space.  
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The strange East-West amalgamation on the house’s exterior gave way to a thoroughly 

Middle Eastern-looking interior.  The interior walls had been painted a pleasant pale green with 

white trim, with a darker green color below a white chair rail. White trim pieces had been 

cleverly nailed in triangle-shapes above the standard Western-style double-hung windows, 

providing traditional Islamic geometric patterns that gave the room a more mosque-like 

appearance. The triangles above the windows were the only clue as to the function of the 

building, inside or out.  The main rooms were free of any furniture, and rolled up prayer rugs 

were pushed up against the walls. 

The first thing I felt was relief that I had decided to dress more conservatively than I 

thought necessary. Every Bosnian young woman I had met dressed fashionably Western, but to 

the mosque I had worn a high-necked long-sleeved shirt that extended below my hips and a long 

loose black skirt.  To my satisfaction, my attire matched all the young women in the mosque 

except Selma. She stood out conspicuously in jeans and a snug-fitting top, though her head was 

loosely draped with a sheer silk scarf.  

Between thirty and forty men and women milled around bringing food from the small 

kitchen. All conversation I could hear was in Bosnian, except for one African-American family 

speaking with some Bosnian men in English.  I quickly spotted Ajla, Selma’s mother. She asked 

me to join her where she sat on the floor speaking with some older women.  As I shyly smiled a 

greeting to the group and sat down, my memory instantly turned to gatherings in Israeli Arab 

and Palestinian homes.  The food smelled milder and less spiced than Palestinian cuisine, but 

some ingredients looked similar. Rice cooked in chicken broth with chicken legs and vinegar-

based cabbage slaw salads were familiar to me. Ground beef and onions cooked inside coiled 

bread and pierogi-like dough pockets filled with beef and potatoes were new to me and, I 

guessed, more Eastern European in their origins. Large platters of food were placed on either 

the men’s or women’s tablecloths, and paper plates, plastic forks, and bottles of water were 

quickly distributed. The quick action and timeliness surprised me, until I realized they were 

trying to eat and clean up so the room would be ready for the next prayer time, which was only 

an hour away. 

 The mealtime conversation was light and filled with laughter, as the women gaily 

commented on one another’s cooking and tried to force second helpings on each other.  Several 

cabbage rolls later, I helped clear the evidence of the meal, exchanged phone numbers with 
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Jasmina and Lajla, thanked Selma and her mother for the invitation, and retreated to the porch 

to find my shoes and leave before the next prayer began.   

Once at home, I remembered that I had not recognized Selma immediately, though I 

immediately picked her mother out of the crowd.  With her hair held out of her face and her thick 

horn-rimmed glasses replaced by contacts, she seemed much older in some way. Her expression 

struck me as quite serious. World-wise, somewhat wary. It seemed closed, but may have just 

been shy. I remembered her talking in our first meeting about feeling separated from Bosnian 

peers due to her socialization in school in Parksburg, and wondered if she felt ill at ease at this 

mosque, which was not her usual place of prayer.  

Months have now passed since my first visit to the mosque. The construction has been 

completed and the large parking lot has since been paved and usually hosts several cars on any 

given evening. The mosque’s welcome extends beyond local Bosnian Muslims, as well. Friday 

noon prayer time finds a large group of African men in long white traditional Muslim gowns and 

crocheted hats visiting in the parking lot. Bosnian family events take place at separate times, and 

it is not uncommon to see children shooting hoops on the basketball goal set up at the back of the 

parking lot while their parents are inside.  Last month, a sign finally emerged at the street in 

front of the property, welcoming visitors and worshippers to the “Bosniak-American Islamic 

Center.” (The sign was the first local reference I have heard to Bosnian Muslims by the officially 

accepted title of “Bosniak.”) The sign appeared during the dedication of the center, which was 

accompanied by a party for the entire Bosnian community of Parksburg and featured inflatable 

bouncing toys for children in the newly fenced playground area.  

At the time of this writing, I am still not aware of any public objections to the mosque’s 

presence by neighboring families or businesses. I did find it curious, however, that the report of 

this grand opening featured in local print and television news quoted local Bosnian leaders 

praising the presence of a place to hold weddings, teach their children the Bosnian language, 

and celebrate their customs. Throughout the coverage, the mosque was referred to primarily as a 

“cultural center” and little mention was made of the center’s role as a Muslim place of worship.   

 

While the Bosnian mosque was being built, I was struck with the thought that it seemed 

to have a narrative of its own. Architecturally, the mosque is literally constructed from two 

separate cultures. The builders have taken the different influences and constructed something 
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that serves its purpose in its current environment.  While it incorporates elements from both 

cultures and functions successfully, it wouldn’t fit in seamlessly in either culture. It remains 

something of a hybrid.    

The local media’s emphasis on the mosque’s purpose as a community center emphasizes 

functions that are familiar and laudable to mainstream Americans in Parksburg. Like several of 

the participants in this narrative study, this introduction to the community downplays the role of 

religion in identity—the identity constructed by an individual, in the case of the young women, 

or the publicly acknowledged “identity” of a building, in the case of the mosque.  

 

 

Identity Construction and Narrative 

 

 

Some researchers would argue that the very act of offering the narratives plays a role in 

women’s cultural identity construction. Unlike Sfard and Prusak (2005), I have not attempted to 

“equate identity-building with storytelling” (p. 21). I have, however, argued that narrative 

research is well-suited for research on identity construction because of its consideration of the 

depth and breadth of information which participants themselves consider significant to whom 

they are. Humans naturally relate this complex and situated information in the form of narrative.  

Some may argue that participant narrative is a naturally limited data source because it is bounded 

by the restrictions of language and subjectivity. In addressing this proposed limitation, Sfard and 

Prusak (2005) maintain that “Narratives …being an important factor in shaping this person’s 

actions, will be useful in research even if they communicate one’s experiences only as well as 

human words can tell” (p. 17). I would argue that natural restrictions of language and perspective 

are offset by the value of personal stories which are intimately connected with identity itself.  As 

the participants in this study shared their stories of personal struggle in the negotiation of their 

cultural identities in the United States, they were involved in the revisiting and reanalyzing of 

their cultural identities.  In turn, their narratives can enlighten and inform researchers, teachers, 

and policy makers about the complexities of cultural identity construction and of the challenges 

of creating and sustaining bicultural identities in the midst of competing cultural expectations 

and multiple social fields. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE APPROVAL FORM
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APPENDIX B 

 

 

 

SAMPLE INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
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