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Youth Integration: Ways of Understanding of «the Others»

Current Research Results from Croatia

1. Introduction


In the continuation of the realization of the project concerning aspects of youth integration in Croatia, during 2004, the research was concentrated on the application of qualitative research methods of analysis. In this sense, two focus group meetings were held in the autumn of 2004 with the youth in Croatia. More precisely, the research took place in one community – in Dubrava, the research site selected for several years as a key research point due to many reasons. The major ones were:

a. This area of the city represents a highly dynamic environment, with high rate of immigration, social changes, changes of composition of population (in-migrations, mostly) and – from time to time – some clashes between different layers of population;

b. This area represents also a fertile ground for the development of social processes representing in this way a “natural social laboratory” where different social processes could be investigated “at hand”;

c. Finally, this area was selected for our analysis also in previous years so this report represents also a continuation of the overall study.

Focus group analysis technique was applied in two public schools
: 

A. One in the public secondary school

B. One in the public primary school

The research was concentrated on several major aspects and items:

1. Personal self-representation of youth

2. Group belonging and stigmatization of youth

3. (Potential) problems due to the origin of youth

4. Advantages and disadvantages of Dubrava as a place for living

5. European identity and orientation of youth of Dubrava

6. Attitudes towards possibilities to live outside Croatia

2. The results

The groups were composed from the pupils from Zagreb, from other parts of Croatia, from Bosnia and Herzegovina (mostly refugees), and from Croats and Albanians from Kosovo region. Major findings, in the continuation of this report will be presented separately for the pupils from the secondary school (“A”) and for the pupils from the primary school (“B”). The presentation of the results will follow major thematic groups that were discussed in the focus groups and conclusions will be presented at the end of this paper.

a. The way of self-representation

“A”. 

It was discovered that ways how pupils are representing themselves mostly depends on many situational factors. In this way, major conditioning factors to influence ways of representation depends on the type of local environment where someone is asked or feel a need to represent himself/herself. In this sense, two typical situations showed to be important: 

1. In the country (Croatia) pupils usually represents themselves (a) as inhabitants of Zagreb, or (b) more narrower and more specific as persons belonging to a certain neighborhood (say, Dubrava).

2. When asked to represent themselves outside of their home country, the pupils usually say that they are Croatians, without making it more specific.

It was established also that – as a rule – pupils from the Janjevo area (Kosovo) represent themselves always as Albanians
.

“B”.

For the pupils from the elementary school, the way of self-representation depends mostly on the counterpart to whom someone is expected to represent himself/herself. In this sense, for the pupils from Zagreb a usual way of self-representation was explained in this sense (a): «I always say that I am from Dubrava, because people do not know for Dubec» (a smaller place further to the periphery from Dubrava). «But for the stranger, I will firstly say – I am from Croatia, then from Zagreb». This represents a typical empirical reaction bounded with context – for the “domestic” people, an exact specification of (territorial) belonging is felt as an obligation when responding, and for the “strangers” a more general specification is usually expressed. In this manner, we can easily see that territoriality as an affiliation (belonging) is “blended” with social context

The second example is also illustrative. (b) A girl who moved to Zagreb recently will represent herself in this manner - «I live in Zagreb», but «I was born in Sarajevo». This shows another way of self-representation- for a newcomer (migrant) a specification of exact place (territory) in Zagreb as a way of self-representation is not important, but broader context (due to many reasons) is important (“I was born in Sarajevo”- another republic in the former Yugoslavia, now a separate state, specific accent that could be noticed…heard… etc.).

The third example (c) (a girl who was born in Kosovo and lived there only one year and then moved to Zagreb), shows that for her it is important to say firstly that «she was born there” (Kosovo), and only then that "she lives in Zagreb. I always say where am I from». We might conclude that for the children – migrants who move to Zagreb from other areas of former Yugoslavia, a need to emphasize “outer environments” as referent frames and/or as their places where they were born or grown up represents a result of an “inner pressure” that – due to the fact that “others probably know (and see?)” “The difference”, it should be explained firstly. Here the context of self-representation is situationally constructed from the usual and experienced ways of previous representations and in this sense makes a necessary “addition” for ways of self-representations.

(d) Other participants explained that they do not feel a need to emphasize their (real) origin – only if someone is interested, then they will say something about their origin more specifically.

b. Group belonging and stigmatization

“A”.

Group belonging and problems with (negative) stigmatization are usual processes with great importance in youth life. In this sense, friendships are mostly established on a basis of sympathy, and not on the basis of belonging to a national or religious group
. This speaks for itself – youngsters make their friendships and develop feelings of group belonging occasionally, with no reference on someone’s origin or “attachment”. It should also be emphasized that – according to the responses of the pupils - friendships are mostly based on a school or neighborhood basis. It means that simple aggregation in a class or on a playground will provide a chance to socialize with inmates.

But in some cases, selection principles had been registered too – against Roma people, for example.
 This “selection principle” was registered only ion two occasions during the focus group interviews, but there are significant due to the fact that – as a rule – Roma people are usually stigmatized as a group, as a people, and – therefore – as individuals. In this sense, empirical dimension (how someone behaves) doesn’t matter – a sheer fact of “belonging” a group, people, nation, makes someone eligible to be discriminated and/or stigmatized.

Other major «divisions» are usually based on the basis of neighborhood principles. «Street gangs» are many times in conflict, but these conflicts are mostly for «showing off». Common reasons for conflicts are girls.

Prejudices towards some ethnic groups always exist, but they are not so often expressed and/or shown.
 In most cases, children think that the parents should be blamed for prejudices – «How young children can say who is 'good' and who is 'bad'? They can hear these things only at their home.» This citation represents an illustrative answer on the topic: what is and what could be a role of responsible parents – to try to avoid “learning” about prejudices their children or to “teach” their children about the important facts that prejudices contain?

“B”.

The respondents from the primary school socialize mostly with their inmates from the settlements or from the school. Many of them participate in different but out of school activities located in other parts of the city and in this way they make friendships because of common interests and due to the fact that they usually go together to activities. 

They are totally agreed that friendships are not formed according to any "special principle" - national, religious or territorial affiliation. Moreover, «I am forced by my parents to socialize with everybody" said one participant. This illustrates an open principle of making friendships and tolerant parents.

But in some cases we discovered that there were also some restrictions placed over children by their parents - one Roma mother for example forbids her daughter "to socialize with these other Roma people who are filthy and who do not want to go to school"» In her family, all children go to the school and that's the principle of selection she applies. So, taking into account social, economic and political position of Roma people in the contemporary Croatian society, we might say that “orientation of children” by their parents concerning making (or not making!) friendships with Roma children are reflecting actual division, prejudices and experiences that exist between “the others”, the Roma people itself, and with the rest of the community. That ways of behavior are obviously heavily burdened with previous experiences, prejudices, and actual situations they experienced on the every day’s basis.

It came out – through the discussion with the pupils from the primary school that, in most of the cases, that Roma people are the most stigmatized social group for social contacts and socializing in general. These attitudes are mostly based on personal experiences and their interpretations as well as on the actual consequences they have experienced. 

The second group to be emphasized in this sense is people from Janjevo (Kosovo region). «They are always provocative towards the others and start fighting!» «This is true, but not all people from Janjevo are the same» - a statement by a boy from Janjevo area is very illustrative. Generally, Janjevo people are perceived mostly as members of a closed social group and that they behave aggressively mostly because they want to dominate and to be noticed. «They think that in this manner they will be accepted by the others.» In this case, we do not have here elements of “generalized stigmatization” (which might be a characteristics for the Roma people), but rather “a specific stigmatization” of a specific social (ethnic) group that came (in more massive scale) to this area 15 years ago and who are perceived as successful (trading), but at the same time “rude”, “aggressive” and “not polite”. The reactions of the others towards the Janjevo people reflect also envy, fear, insecurity and problematic nature of the relations.

c. Problems due to pupil's origin

“A.”

Even we live in a global, multicultural society, in some occasions and at some situations, someone’s origin could make “a difference” and could become a reason for isolation and stigmatization. During our conversation with pupils in Dubrava, we recorded a bad experience told to us by the Albanian pupil by origin who now lives in Croatia. For example, in the primary school at many occasions, he was told something like - «Go back where you’ve come from!” He was even beaten sometimes by some other guys just because he was heard talking in Albanian language.
 In this sense, we might conclude that “Albanians” (in general) could be “blamed” only because of their origin.

Another experience was told to us by the girl from Bosnia and Herzegovina who had also some bad experiences when she moved (as a refugee) to a periphery area of Dubrava (Zagreb). Even in the primary school she had bad experiences with the pupils and even with their parents. «Go back where you belong!»- that sentence was many times told to her. That was a primary reason why she, with her parents moved to Dubrava and here she has no problems at all. This example reflects - to a certain degree - “a periphery” situation and the attitudes of people in rather closed social circles. For someone coming from the outside world, there should be no difference between – say – Dubrava and Markusevac, but on a more “micro level”, even the attitude of people concerning the origin of children could bi different according to their place of living (less or more peripheral).

Another example we noticed during the conversation was sometimes expressed a negative attitude towards the Serbs as an ethnic group due – probably – many already known reasons - due to the war aggression, due to «the difference», etc. Some pupils even mentioned the destruction of a car with Serbian plates in Dubrava.
 

“B”.

Conversations with the group of the pupils from the primary school showed that there were no serious problems caused due to someone's origin. «Only when we tease one another», said one respondent. The derogatory term «Tzigan», mentioned the respondents, is used for the Roma people who “are filthy and who are beggars”, as well as the term «Bosniaks» that is used for someone who is “hard-headed” and a name «Herzegovian» for someone who is “difficult on money”. But, on a level of primary school children, these terms were used mostly for teasing, for usual technique of “giving names”, and not as a derogatory name with greater consequences and isolation purposes.

d. Advantages and disadvantages of Dubrava as a place for living

“A”.

A generalized tendency that was noticed in the answers of the secondary school pupils was that Dubrava was «a nice place to live», but specific reasons why they judge the situation in that way had not been mentioned. Only one respondent said that Dubrava is «…a troubled place. Everything bad is happening here. Major reason for that is the specific mixture of population». In another words, “a specific mixture of population” might be one of the causes why a part of the city could be named “a troubled place”. So, even specific groups of people and their “attitudes” had not been mentioned, there is a feeling that a composition of population (migration, “mixture”, behavior, attitudes, habits, etc.) could add to a characteristic of a certain part of the city.

“ B”.

The respondents in the group of younger school children mentioned that one of the advantages of the settlement where they live was the fact that «We are close to the Center and at the same time it is not crowded with traffic and buildings». Another advantage was that close and nearby there are many possibilities for extra curriculum activities such as sport activities, school for foreign languages, library, etc. The school organizes learning of foreign languages and – once a month- a dance party in the school. One pupil emphasized that advantages of this settlement is its tidiness and a lot of green areas. So, altogether, positive responses are based on the potentials that could be found in the settlement for many activities, as well as in the urban land-use pattern the settlement was built. It is also interesting that that spatial dimension – closeness and distantness from the city’s center – is also one dimension that is taken into account by the young school children.

Concerning potential negative elements in their settlement, the respondents mentioned the lack of public lights.
 Parents are warning their children about drug addicts who could be found there as well as about the problems of bullying.
 So, apart from the usual problems with drug addict and bullying, so specific for youngsters, Dubrava seemed to be a nice place to live for many respondents. 
e. European orientation and identity

“A.”

In a current discussion concerning the need of Croatia’s accession to the EU, and on the basis of this focus group, we might say that the majority of pupils are «Euro-skeptics» and not “Euro-optimists”. One of the expressed feelings and statements was that the accession will bring nothing good - «It will be even worse! They have taken from us almost everything. It is the best for us to be stay alone.» It is not clear enough what was meant by “they”, but a certain “fear” of being dominated by “the others” was felt during the conversation. The statement that the influence of other European countries is too high, and through the time, our culture will simply be lost could also illustrate it. So, “the fear” and insecurity concerning “European orientation”, at the moment and on the basis of these two focus groups is based mostly on the (a) fear of loosing independent character of our culture, (b) fear to be “invaded” (economically, culturally, politically, etc.) by the EU. 

Some statements are “more optimistic” - «It will be better. We will get more money!” but also that «It will be difficult for us to level up with other countries. While we have here poverty, we'll have criminals also. European Community can not change it.»  This statement illustrates the transition character of the Croatian society as well as the need to change this “insecurity situation”# concerning criminal, feelings that conspiracy theory dominates the society, etc.

B.

We found out that, even in the younger group of the respondents, almost all respondents belong to the group of «Euro-skeptics». They are against the accession to the EU and that could be illustrated by the following statement: «Let it be as it is now. It will take a lot of time for us to be similar with more developed nations. For us it will be better to stay independent, relying on tourism and our products.” Our independency, it seems, must be preserved, specifically relying on tourism and other indigenous resources. These statements could be operationalized through several dimensions, like (a) fear of change, (b) fear of being “invaded”, (c) fear of loosing specific character, and (d) fear of being insufficiently developed and that in this sense is a subject of discrimination.

How to be and stay independent? Primarily, we must “…invest in our tourism and nature, and we must prove that we have also own values and advantages and that we are not only a small country.” Then, secondarily, we must be specific, unique in a certain way - “We may have something that bigger countries do not have!» Then, we must rely on the examples of some other countries (that are independent, or not members of the EU) - «We have to follow the example of Switzerland – this is one of the richest countries in the world, and they are not within the EU». Also, certain fears are also connected with potential accession to the EU – “As a member of the EU, we could be also one terrorist target». 

It is also interesting to note that the only positive fact connected with potential accession to the EU the respondents see through «soft borders» and/or traveling without a passport. It is understandable that these attitudes are taken mostly from their parents.

f. Attitudes of youth towards possibilities of life outside Croatia

A.

The statements concerning the dilemma – to live in Croatia or to go abroad – was also one of the research targets. It came out that the respondents are rather free in expressing they wishes to “go outside” to try to live in some other countries. This represents also an illustration that – in a way – they< do not feel “attached” to their homeland as much as it looks through their answers.
 This opinion represents also an attitude that better chances could be provided outside the home country. 
B.

The younger respondents concentrated on slightly different issues. Based on their personal experiences and traveling abroad, most of the respondents noticed that there were differences between children abroad and our children. For example, «In Germany children learn faster, they think differently and develop differently.» In Switzerland, for example « there is a generally different approach to people then in our country – all people are taken as the same. Even I came from Sarajevo, I started to socialize with other children immediately». So, higher level of tolerance was noticed. 

We also heard that people living in the Western countries live better, especially in the Scandinavian countries.
 For one girl, «it will be better to spend some time outside home country for specialization and then return back. Education abroad is much better then in Croatia.» To pout it shortly – the respondents were prepared to leave their home country for longer or shorter period, due top many reasons. In a sense, we might conclude that we noticed an open attitude towards the possibility to live permanently outside someone’s home country.

3. Conclusions

Preliminary conclusions concerning major research findings are the following:

1. The age variable seems to be very important concerning the preparedness for adaptation and the recognition of «the others»: the younger participants (primary school pupils) were much more open for cooperation and prepared to accept «the differences» that exist between young generation;

2. The variable – the type of school («the quality», the reputation) also proved to be very important: the secondary school where the focus group meeting was held has a «bad» reputation in Zagreb and in this sense, the social composition of the pupils reflects this perception – only the worst children could enroll (finally find the place) into this school.

3. The importance of the complex mobility variable also proven to be also important. The whole area of Dubrava represents an area in transition. This is an area populated – during last 10-15 years - with many refugees, displaced persons and population representing the case of forced migrations. The tensions between «us» and «the newcomers», between us (Croats) and «the others» are also rather high. That was established during the focus group analysis in the secondary school.

4. The «personality experience variable» has proven also to be very important for the perception of potential apprehension of «the others». During the focus group – especially in the secondary school – that migratory, refugee experiences (and identities) are much more flexible basis for the apprehension and recognition of «the others». The minorities – in our focus groups – were represented by the Albanians, the Roma people, the Bosniaks or “the others”, “the newcomers”, “the different ones” etc. – all of them were much more timid and prepared for cooperation and adaptation presumably due to their “adaptation experiences” they had during their short lifetime so far.

5. The variable of «searching new security, stabilization and peace» was also recognized as an important set of situations. In-migrants (minority) youngsters were much more prepared to accept differences, new situations and problems due to the fact that they were searching for new stabilization. At the same time, «the rooted ones» had been showing signs of repulsion of all others, manners of cruel behavior and the need to show up their rights, their strength and their «uniqueness».

6. “European identity variable” is presently still contaminated by the current social and political issues and not clear enough in both focus group respondents. From one side, the affiliation with the home country has a tendency to be more of a symbolic nature, and at the same time the advantages of accession to the EU are not clear enough. In this sense, “Euro-skepticism” and “Euro-optimism” are not yet rationally based choices and alternatives. 

7. Identity building variable has proven to be of a dynamic nature. There is no receipt and formula for identity structures and processes of their formation. We might say that identities are formatted according to the occasions, situations and local interactive dynamics. “The prejudices” against “the others” are many times taken only symbolically and situation ally, not structurally as “taken for granted facts” used for continuous stigmatization of a certain group. 

8. One of the important results of the research so far is that much more should be done in Croatia for better integration and cooperation between members of different minorities and different social experiences and personal destinies “groupings”. The populations in trouble or with troubled past must be helped much more efficiently by the state, municipality and school authorities. Parents-Teachers associations (PTA) should do much more, due to the fact that the school is one of the territories where efforts towards integration could be made every day in an efficient way.
� A sociologists Maja Tretinjak took part in the realization of these foscus groups. 


� «I am not ashemed to say where I come from.» «The people always ask for the origin of your parents – and I do the same, just as a habit» (the girl from Bosnia and Herzegovina).


� «Friendships are set accidentally. You never know when you'll meet someone.»


� «I know them better. They only make problems. I saw one of them stealing mobile phones.»


� «They will be always people who will tell you 'Your are Bosniacs, go back to you Bosnia'; or the same for the Herzegovians, Janjevo people, etc. Not all people are the same!» «When I was smaller, it hit me much more. When you are a child, you are ashamed to say where are you from.»


� «When I came to Zagreb, I had a very nice opinion about Croatia. But, not any more. For the Albanians in Kosovo, Zagreb is like for you Germany – something developed, new, better.»


� «That's the right way to punish them». The history of antagonisms betwen Croats and Serbs is longlasting and could be felt and seen in the football games and other sport games. It was clear that, for example, football games and teams had been used as «a weapon» of political fights between former republics in the former Yugoslavia. So, the recently ended war represents also one of the reason why there are (sometimes) aggressive feelings towards the Serbs in general as aggressors during the Homeland War.





� «The whole neighborhood is dark and the environment of the school too. The vandals destroy public lights the moment they are posted.»


� «This is a general problem which will never be solved. I was also doing the same trying to become a member in the group, but I changed after I, myself was beaten. Only when I experienced that on my skin, I stopped doping it to the others»


� «I will go out of Croatia and live outside. Croatia is a good place to visit and spend money.”


� «If there will be an opportunity for me to move permanently from Croatia to some other more developed country, I will not hesitate – people outside live better»





