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Untold Stories: A Study of
Sudanese and Syrian Refugees In
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Abstract

The aim of this study was to explore the coping resources and the present and past
experiences of two groups with refugee experiences in Estonia through narrative
approach. Avert narratives, Struggling narratives, Instantaneous narratives,
Boundary narratives, and Re-occurrence narratives identified through the interviews
with 12 refugees. Differences between this two groups and individual accounts were
also identified. The structure of the narratives, identity construction while in exile
and coping mechanism through the narratives shaped their life stories and lives in
exile. One significant outcome of this study is the lack of compatibility of the stories
between two groups, through which five narratives established to elaborate the
variety of their accounts.
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Historias No Contadas: Estudio
de Refugiados Sirios y Sudaneses
en Estonia

Aminul Islam
Tallinn University

Resumen

El objetivo de este estudio fue explorar los recursos de afrontamiento y las
experiencias presentes y pasadas de dos grupos con experiencias de refugiados en
Estonia a través del enfoque narrativo. Las narrativas de evitacion, las narrativas de
lucha, las narrativas instantaneas, las narrativas de limites y las narrativas de
reaparicion identificadas a través de las entrevistas a doce refugiados. También se
identificaron las diferencias entre estos dos grupos y los testimonios individuales. La
estructura de las narrativas, la construccion de la identidad en el exilio y el
mecanismo de afrontamiento a traves de las narraciones moldearon sus historias de
vida y sus vidas en el exilio. Un resultado significativo de este estudio es la falta de
compatibilidad de las historias entre dos grupos, a través de las cuales se
establecieron cinco narrativas para elaborar la variedad de sus relatos.
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activities that makes us human. Told stories often become the

sources to define who we are, our identity, ourselves and the
changes that occur over a period of time. How we construct our identity is
complex phenomenon and never happens in isolation, but it is a process
which can be called interactive and directed towards the stories told by the
participants for a large audience (Goffman, 2002). It does not mean that
people’s identities are not authentic, rather it gives the plural and vocal
nature of identity which has influence of the individual’s or the narrator’s
past, present and future through their social, cultural, historical, family or
political aspects (Feuchtwang, 2003).

Riessman in the year 2008 in his study of refugee stories stated that when
people tell their stories of their lives, they actually live with those stories
what they tell. Any disruptions of life, which leads separation from family
members and be associated with force migration and then the ultimate result
is the loss of country and home. To cope with the new environments and to
reconstruct identity, stories that the refugees hold and to give them the space
of telling that could assist them in creating new identities in terms of home
and host society and culture and to gain control of their new lives in a
foreign land (Leydesdorff , 2000; Frank, 2010).

However, many studies on the other hand pointed out that traumatic
experiences could interfere memories, which could lead the refugees
preventing to associate memories, which could make them unable to adapt
new experiences (Keyes & Kane, 2004; Obrist & Buchi, 2008; Weingarten,
2003). Stories related to traumatic memories are not pleasant and sometimes
people try to suppress these unpleasant memories, their thoughts and actions
related to traumatic experiences (Herman, 2001) and if they share their
experiences negatively and it makes effect to their identity or their any well-
being, then to avoid or suppress their stories gets validated (Anderson et al.,
2010). However, Herman (2001) pointed out that retelling and revising
stories help people to organize and integrate their fragmented experiences or
memories, which could create new coherent narratives and ultimate helps to
get rid of post-traumatic experiences. This way, people could select their
past as memory which is very dynamic in everybody’s mind, filter them and
then restructure them in terms of present situation and future needs. This

A ccording to Teski and Climo (1995) storytelling belongs to those
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process also creates an environment to create counter narratives to heal them
from the experiences, at the same time keeping the values of their self and
family. Counter narrative can be defined in a way which challenges the
dominant view of a given society, as often refugees are viewed as
traumatized people and can be burden for the society (Herman, 2001).

Memory and Narrative

Participants memory plays important role to build narratives (Halbwachs,
1980). It is often considered that memories reflect one’s self reflection, but
also has social aspects in it (Bneezer, 2002). It is often highlighted that
refugees should forget their past to be able to cope with their new societies,
hence instead of past memories, it is expected that refugees should focus on
the new memories (Teski & Climo, 1995). In this regard it is important for
researchers and social scientists to pay attention to memories that are not
being heard. If untold memories are acknowledged, researchers would be
able to come up with new ideas to address refugee issues (Feuchtwang,
2003).

Language play significant role in sharing memories, through which their
past images comes into social construction (Leydesdorff, 2000). The link
between language and memories has been emphasized by the researchers
(Alexander, 1995) to reflect refugee lives. Metaphors that come through
language reflects their stories and play important role to illustrate refugees
daily life (Burner, 1987). Self identity can be recognized through shared
language and thoughts (Linde, 1987)

It is believed that cultural symbols can be addressed through shared
language and narratives through which refugee’s past and present can be
analyzed (Cavarero, 2000). Often told narratives expressed by an individual
is viewed as complete personal aspect but the path it came through, the sense
of vibration it creates, the language being used gives us the cultural
narratives of which any individual is exposed (Bneezer, 2002).

Social class can also be found and analyzed by the narratives told by the
participants (Tonkin, 1992) and it usually depends on the selections of the
plots and themes and which way we want to recall their lives and memories.
George Steinmetz (1992) for instance stated that themes that are the creation
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of told stories through language are actually the reflection of culture, gender
or race. To be able to acknowledge their sense of identity, told narratives
play vital role and is significant to know the any society where we live.
(Dawson, 1994) It is not that all the told stories help to understand the
culture but the sequential path that it follows and its life cycle gives us the
plot to understand it (Andrews, 2004). Tonkin (1992) in a study on Jlao
community in Liberia stated that same stories can have several meanings,
therefore it is important to understand the plot to be able to illustrate the
complete situation. Gleason (1983) stated that our self-hood is a reflection of
the society where we belong and its values. Our memory this way becomes
the major source of our identity and then the changes that we make in our
life are the the narratives from within a story being told.

Migration and Memory

Sense of belonging and the space they belong is very significant for migrants
and it comes from the memory that they carry and their imagination
(Constance, 2004). For transnational families, narratives play vital role to
form their identity (Appadurai, 1996), which can reflect how they adapt in a
new society. In a study on Christian refugees, Bryceson and Vuroela (2002)
figured how gender and status of migrant can play different role in sharing
memories. The role of male and female can also be changed in a different
context as Thompson and Bauer (2005) pointed out that the role of a migrant
father was changed in a different country context and was explained
completely different way while telling stories.

Family dynamics can be presented through oral stories. In a study on African
Caribbean families, Constance (2004) pointed out that family reunion and
constant communication with family members back home is significant for
migrant families which provide them the sense of belonging and also
identity practice. It is often viewed that knowing family is knowing
themselves and shared memories play a significant part in it. Shared life
stories provide an individual to express the sense of emotion which in turn
could help in adapting a new society (Nussbaum, 2001).
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Context of Estonia

Estonia recently transformed from a refugee producing country to a refugee
hosting country (Tammaru et al., 2010). The number of applicants started to
increase in the year 2010 but reached at its peak in the year 2015, when the
number of asylum seekers were 230. However, by the end of 2018, there
were 322 refugees living in Estonian (UNHCR, 2018). Estonia also agreed
to accept quota refugees as part of European relocation program and these
refugees are from Non- European ethnic background. Islam (2016) in his
study on Estonian refugees, pointed out that there is no significant academic
research on existing refugees from outside Europe, Estonia will start to
receive quota refugees from non-European ethnic background. Therefore,
academics and researchers need to address this issue to integrate these
refugees into the host society.

Aim of This Study

Any groups or community in a society, which are marginalized need to have
adequate space, so they can tell their stories at a pace which can be
conducive for them. Researchers duty is to move beyond the words and to
extract the silences and blank untold stories (Sorsoli, 2010). To explore
silences and untold stories, unstructured life story method is suitable for the
researchers, as it allows bringing out the counter narratives through long
conversations, which allows the narrators to reveal their stories (\Ward,
2003).

Spector-Mersel (2011) proposed a narrative interpretive model to find out
the identity of the narrators and according to him it can be revealed by the
Narratives end point (EP), researchers need to attend or focus on what is
added in the stories and what is excluded. To be able to come up with the
end point (EP), one needs to take the silences (what is excluded), omissions
(were irrelevant), and flattening (were told but not elaborated) into account
to reconstruct identity, which can be suitable for themselves.

By studying specific settings, this study aimed to explore the coping
resources and the present and past experiences of two groups with refugee
experiences in Estonia through narrative approach.
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Methodology
Participants

Participants having refugee status were from Syria (seven) and Sudan (five)
and they are living in Estonia. Among the participants, eight were men and
four women aged between 21 and 57 years. Participants from Sudan’s
average age was 34 and Syrian participant’s average was 36 years. There
was not any feasible difference between these participants on the basis of
age or how many years they are in Estonia. To ensure the confidentiality of
the participants, their individual particularities will not be provided.

To gain the access of the participants, contact was established with the
support person, who provides various support to resettle refugees in Estonia.
Once the contact was made, some participants referred their friends who
they believed will be willing to share their stories.

Participants were well-informed about the research the perspectives of
this study. Participants gave the consent to audio-taping. However, as this
study was carried out in a refugee center, according to the center’s rules and
regulations, 1 was not allowed to carry any audio-taping out of the center.
So, | had to transcribe the data before | left the center. Participants from
Sudan was more heterogeneous, in terms of religion and education, two of
them had university degree and three of them are Christian and two Muslim,
whereas participants from Syria are all Muslim and there were no one who
had university degree. However, all participants were educated and had good
level of English, when it comes to communicate.

Data collection

Open ended face to face interviews were carried out between December
2016 and March 2017 at Vao Keskus. This is the place where asylum
seekers and refugees are placed in Estonia. However, they were asked to
choose their preferred venue, so they feel comfort to express their stories,
and they preferred to have it where they live. Interviews were mostly done in
about one hour to three hours session. Their life stories were collected
through unstructured interviews, starting with an opening statement and then
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follow up questions for clarifications to enhance understanding. All
interviews begun with the statement: Please tell me your life story in your
way. You can start with your life back your home country and then continue
your stories as your journey continued till Estonia, your first experiences in
Estonia and the later time and what you frame for future life.

Data Analysis

To analyze the stories, a case-centered narrative approach was used
(Riessman, 2008). Interviews were transcribed and checked carefully. Next
step was to describe interviews thematically, this way a structural element of
narratives identified to get the main points of the stories and overall context
of the study-who, when and where; to evaluate the emotional perspectives of
the narrator (Labov, 2008) The aim of the analysis was to present the holistic
interpretation of each told story which included individual, socio-cultural,
interpersonal influences (Josselson, 2011). Any ambiguities that arose of this
study were discussed with the participants. However, respondents’ names
and any aspects that might reveal their circumstances were omitted to
preserve their confidentiality.

Analysis

Participants of this study were asked to tell their story in their words to feel
comfort while sharing. Participants from Sudan explained their stories in an
order and stories were equally distributed while described their life in Sudan
and then exile time to Estonia. Their stories contained powerful feelings and
clear image of their events and experiences that they have gone through in
different stages. Stories from Syrian refugees on the other hand were not told
systematically when it came to share their stories in their country of origin to
the country where they are relocated now. Most of their stories were not
concentrated on their homeland, concerning conflicts and war related
experiences. However, follow up questions drove them to gain momentum
and to express their stories on conflicts and war situation.

Considering this variance within this two groups, some individual were
also identified concerning the structure of the respondent’s narrative and
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accordingly five narratives emerged through told stories: avert narratives,
Struggling narratives, Instantaneous narratives, Boundary narratives, and re-
occurrence narratives.These narratives have been emerged by using
Grounded theory as it provides flexible guidelines to explore and analyze
data (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014).

Avert Narratives: ’I am from Syria and then | moved to live in Turkey’

Syrian narratives had small accounts of their home land and war related
experiences. Syrian narratives were reluctant to elaborate their conflict
related experiences, it can be the reason that they want to avoid these stories,
which can affect their mental well-being. Sayeed, a 32 years Syrian, left his
country when he was 29, he described his story of his life in his home
country shortly:

Extract 1
1. I was living in Syria with my family and friends
2. Conflict begun in Syria
3. Then | was forced to go abroad
4. It was not for holidays, only to find myself in a refugee camp

This respondent described his life in his country of origin in few
sentences (1.1, 1.2), hence the narratives of his home country and war
related story has not been well formulated. Family and friends however has
been a hint (1.1), which can be extracted in regard to life at home. War
related story plot can be elaborated in relation to the consequences of forced
migration (1.4) and it was not for any amusement or holidays, but no
elaboration of the experiences is formed. On the other hand, when explained
the life in Estonia, many descriptions are offered as from Extract 2.

Extract 2
1. Initial period was difficult for many reasons...
2. 1 do not know local language.
3. I'have no friends and relatives...
4. | cannot share anything with anybody, no help from anybody.
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5. No one talks here, so cold and dark...
6. 1do not see any people on the street, culture is different.
7. Itis completely a different country.

Respondent in this extract shared his difficulties and described it clearly
(2.1,2.2,2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6) in contrast to the first Extract. Language problem
and not having family members and friends (2.1 and 2.3) to share his
struggle can be understood. Climate differences and cultural barrier is
mentioned clearly (2.5 and 2.6) and while it was shared, way of expressing
the stress was clearly evident. His experiences in Estonian was clearly
described and later his thoughts about future in Estonia was also well
described in contrast to the narratives in Homeland.

Sayeed, time to time went back to share his thoughts on how his life was
back home in regard to life before war and how nice it was to compare life
that he is leading abroad but then his comments on life back home was very
brief with almost no detail description to evaluate his thoughts and was not
offered to narrativize his life during the and after the war.

Other respondents from Syria were likewise reluctant to share their
narratives of war. They shortly described where they are from and then
proceeded their life in exile as Rafal a 27-year man described I was 24 when
| left Syria and then from there, I moved to Turkey to Europe.’ Even while
asked to describe their story at home, the account was brief as follow:

Extract 3

1. Can you remember your stories in the war period and the journey
that you had till Estonia?

2. Yes, | can remember very well.

3. Could you share your stories?

4. | had to spend money to leave and to reach Europe and the brokers
took all before I reached to Europe and when | was sent to Estonia, |
had nothing that | took from home.

5. lamstill lucky I made it here. It was a horrible journey.

Rafal came to Estonia, and he had to spend more than three thousand
euro to cross the sea to reach Europe in the first place. Here it is again
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evident that no description was provided in regard to life in Syria and war
narratives. Journey towards Estonia is described (3.4) as he mentioned it was
“horrible’ but any description of horrible experiences is mentioned other than
’they took away all.” However, most of the Syrian refugees described their
challenges of their initial period being exile and their hopes for the future, it
can be extracted from this Extract (3.5) as he mentioned ’I am lucky | am
alive and made it here’, which shows her desire to life and to focus on her
future life.

Tussle Narratives: ’Everything was gone in a moment...people died,
screamed around’

Since the Syrian Narratives of their life back home was almost non-existent,
some follow up questions were utilized to elaborate their description but at
the same time participant’s willingness to express their own narrative was
respected. In doing that so, nonverbal expressions have been taken into
account. It is also understood that sometimes refugees try to avoid their
distressing experiences and often think of their pleasant life before the
conflict or before war begun as their coping device to go forward. Some
studies have focused on how refugees made their effort to forget their
previous memories and to concentrate on their current situation and to keep
up their hope for the future. Children future, education and safety and
successful life made them optimistic to adapt elder generation into a new
societal context and at the same time think of their homeland before war
(Hoot, 2011; Roxas, 2011; Este & Tachble, 2009). This particular aspect is
also supported by the interviews with the Sudanese. However, Syrian
narratives differ from this pattern, as illustrated below:

Extract 4
1. Can you tell me your life in Syria?
2. Sure...

3. Life was so good but then the war......people screaming, dying, and
things that I never saw before...
4. What about your life before conflict broke?
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5. I had my parents, they had good job.... | had my brothers, they were
studying...

6. They all died, only I survived...

7. 1 went to the refugee camp in Turkey all alone and it was difficult....

Rafal’s war related narratives are not yet developed from this extract,
possibly it was because he became too emotional to express. He informed
his family member’s death (4.6) but did not elaborate how it all happened.
He described the event, but he did not explain the circumstances behind and
surrounding that. His emotion of losing all family members and how he
spent time afterwards and what are the ’difficulties’ was not elaborated. At
the same time, it is to state that the nonverbal expression conveyed his
emotion. Rafal’s narratives slowly got into exile as he mentioned ’only |
survived’ (4.6) despite the fact that in the Extract 3 he mentioned ' am lucky
that | made it’ but his narrative in this extract elaborated his difficulties in
the camp and the journey being all alone. There is significant difference of
narrative structure-willingness to narrate Syrian narratives are not well-
formed, whereas narratives of exile are well-formed.

Instantaneous Narrative: ’It is a never-ending story’

Zara’s narrative a 21-year Syrian girl can be considered as an exception. She
also started her story quickly going through life in Syria in saying one or two
sentences, ending her remark ‘what else!” When prompted by the
interviewer to describe her childhood by utilizing the same technique as
Rafal’s case, she changed her mood into a nostalgic account of how she
spent her childhood with family and friends, which then moved to her
feelings and thoughts to make it a well-developed narrative:

Extract 5
1. | left Syria 4 years before when it was impossible to live ...
2. What else!
3. What about your childhood in Syria?
4. Life was peaceful and good.
5. Anything else that you can remember?
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6. We were living like a free bird

7. I had my family, friends, relatives

8. I could visit to my neighbours family

9. Many events around to have fun with others
10. I grew up in a friendly environment.

11. Everything was great.

The progression is somewhat similar to Rafal’s narrative which drove to
the war and conflict situation in the next extract on conflict life chaos and
tough experiences.

Extract 6
1. Then the conflict started
2. Then war broke out...
3. Trying to look for shelter
4. Youdon’t know where you are heading
5. Can you remember?
6. Yes, I can.... sometimes it just comes and go...all the scenes ...
7. When I close my eyes off.... it’s like watching a video
8. People running around...
9. Screaming, and I could have been killed
10. It is a never-ending story......

Zara’s account of Syrian war is short, when prompted by the interviewers
to elaborate she switched to a mode to express how it how she feels on her
stress experiences by saying 'Yes, I can, sometimes it just comes and go.’(6,
6) She finally attempted to describe war related narrative by expressing (6.8,
6.9), it was however not a fluent elaboration. When she was asked- ’can you
remember’, she said- Yes, | can, then she described how she feels (6.7)
instead of describing what she recalled. Finally, her war related story moved
to a point of fear narrative (6.9) and then she quickly returned to the present
narrative as she mentioned, it is a never-ending story (6.10), instead of
elaborating her never ending narrative, she moved to narrate her present
situation.
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Boundary Narrative: ’I do not want to share details about it now’

Despite the fact that the participants from Sudan expressed their war related
traumatic events very organized way in detailing what they witnessed, yet
they expressed a point of disclosure to get into detail, so they do not feel
distressed. Awchake a 35- year man expressed his narrative

Extract 7

1. I am Awchake.... my stories during the conflict period that lived my
life....

2. I don’t know whether it was war or conflict, but it was horrible. |
may not be able to provide all information ...

3. However, I will try to recall the basics with sequence

4. But | do not want to provide details as | will feel stress out later
then.

Awchake has expressed his stories in the war period with an afford to
make it descriptive narrative by explaining his experiences of traumatic
events, how he was tortured, female members being raped, fear of abduction,
he even expressed that he witnessed killings, homes being burned, how
chaos broke out, people looting even from neighbour’s home. In order to
validate his account, he even revealed some of the marks of him being
tortured. It is a detailed war related narrative of which he tried to orient his
audience. He ended up his Sudanese narrative by stating how he escaped and
fled to the neighbour country and for that he is thankful to his God.
Awchake’s homeland narratives can be intertwined by his religious beliefs
as he stated God help many times. His statement of not to get into details
(7.5) can be elaborated with the fact of protecting himself and to avoid
potential invasive questions or interruptions which actually in turn prompted
to form his own narratives.
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Re-occurrence/coming-going back Narratives: | keep on thinking people
are being killed, houses are burnt.

Sudanese narratives on their trauma experiences expressed repeatedly,
sometimes because of the question that the interviewer asked and sometimes
it came spontaneously to describe their homeland narratives. Reagan who
was 29, when he left Sudan described how he lost his home, when rebellion
came and destroyed his house and Killed his parents, he survived and ran
away without knowing where he was heading and the fortune of his other
family members. He fled to a refugee camp and finally reached to Estonia.
While explaining his post migration narrative, he went back to describe his
stories of how he escaped Sudan:

Extract 8

1. I have no one here.
I don't even know what happen to my other family members
I keep on thinking people are being killed, houses are burnt...
Dead bodies around....and you walk through them...
These memories will never die out from my mind...

a b~ own

Reagan started with his account of his present life and his feeling of
being alone (8.1) and to have some of his loved ones around, when he
doesn't know what happened to them (8.2). Then he proceeded to return to
his homeland narratives by describing his account of traumatic event (8.3,
8.4), even though it is not totally well-formed narrative but the illustration of
his traumatic experiences are expressed through ‘you walk through them.’
As one of the aims of this study was to explore the coping mechanism, hence
Reagan was asked how he went past these experiences, Reagan described
about his mental state of affairs in relation to his experiences with the
consultant.

Extract 9
1. Tdon’treally think counselling works...
2. Some questions, | do not want to answer
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3. Sometimes | found it strange when she asked questions which | do
not want to deal with

4. They keep me back to the home memories...

5. You do not want to keep saying how you could have been
slaughtered

6. So, | did not continue...

His account of counselling was on a negative note (9.1, 9.2, 9.3, 9.5, 9.6)
while asked about counselling and how it helped in coping, he again
returned to his conflict related narrative. This extract also provides the fact
that lack of proper psychological counselling which is needed to apply for
particular group of people.

At the end of this long interview, when asked about his religious belief
and how it helped in coping during his exile period, Reagan progressed very
organized way and his description came spontaneously. He described how it
makes a sense of his life to go forward throughout his journey from war to
exile:

Extract 10

1. We pray, because that gives us some kind of hope.
When houses are burnt, people are being killed, you still pray
You don't know whether you will make it...
I am a Christian, so | know God has a purpose to send me...
There should be a meaning of life...
So, | am not going to give up. | will keep on running...

ook wn

Sudanese account of religious belief helped them to look forward, many
times their description took them to return repeatedly of their homeland
narratives (10.2). In the end of the long interview with the participants from
Sudan, many of them expressed that they never shared their stories with
anybody, and their stories have never been told. Regan for instance said- he
never had the chance to share his stories related to trauma with his own
community people, as they all have their own stories, so he never wanted to
give them something extra, which can again affect them to recall their tough
memories.
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Elori a 23 years Sudanese girl for instance expressed her detailed
narrative on how she fled her country, her school days back home, and
friends, her studies in Estonia and future thoughts. She elaborated the event
when she lost her only brother while in exile. Elori’s narrative ended with
following:

Extract 11
1. My brother was the only member from my family who | can share
things...
I had nothing to do, just to observe my brother passed away...
There was no funeral, we just buried him...
Then | realized, | have lost...
I think this is the first time | am talking about my brother...

o~ own

Interview with Elori conveyed how she felt when she lost her brother and
the shock ‘I have lost.” (11.1, 11.2, 11.3, 11.4) Her fragmented sentences
indicates the emotion narrative. She one point mentioned ‘sorry for being
emotional’ indicates that she did not want to express her emotion but as she
mentioned ‘I think this is the first time I am talking about my brother’
indicates she was overwhelmed by the event and her account of loneliness
can be observed.

Discussion

Interviews with the respondents produced five narratives of Avert narratives,
struggling narratives, Instantaneous narratives, Boundary narratives, and Re-
occurrence narratives. Participants were more fluent in elaborating their
narratives of exile, life in Estonia than expressing their homeland and war
narratives. Syrian participants were more reluctant in expressing their stories
on war and conflict, whereas Sudanese narratives were more descriptive and
elaborative.

Avert narratives were dominated by the accounts of Syrian participants
who were silent in expressing their war related experiences. However,
participants from both Sudan and Syria struggled to share their elaborate
experiences of conflict related stories, which is however somewhat related to
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the fact that it can impact negatively of their trauma narratives (Bneezer,
2002). Syrian narratives appeared more segmented than Sudanese narratives
as it appeared that Syrian quickly mentioned their homeland narratives in
one or two sentences and then moved to the next narratives on life in
Estonia. Sudanese narratives appeared more organized and elaborated
starting from homeland to exile but at the same time it appeared boundary
line narratives in elaborating trauma related experiences. War related
narratives still appeared less described but was more elaborated when
prompted by the interviewer.

Religious and spiritual aspects appeared a measure of adaptation while in
exile or difficult situation. Sudanese narratives appeared very strong in
spiritual aspects as one respondent mentioned ‘I am a Christian, so | know
God has a purpose to send me’, which can also be supported by the other
studies. Religion is quite close to cultural aspect, thus create a guide of
feelings, thoughts and somewhat associated with identity. It might sound as
an individual coping strategy when it comes to religious beliefs but can be
associated with societal and cultural aspects (Park & Aii, 2006).
Participating religious activities can be associated with good mental health
but on the other hand those faced persecution based on religion, in many
instances it is not as good as for other groups. Sudanese refugees in
Germany for instance prayed intensively for their country's situations to
improve (Schweitzer et al., 2007). Khawaja and his colleagues did research
on South Asian refugees in Australia, and he figured that during the transit,
refugees always pray to get things better and to have changed their current
situation and this way they found moments of peace. Many studies focused
on refugees’ life and their experience through religion and beliefs. Tibetan
refugees in India make their presence by focusing both past and present life
through religious practice and beliefs through Dalai Lama and Buddhism
(Hussain & Bhusan, 2013). Some Sudanese refugees for instance in Norway
took their extreme traumatic situation as God will make them to heal that in
future things will get better (Goodman, 2004).

Returning narratives appeared from both group of participants, and they
keep focusing on family and friends. Loneliness and being all alone also
somewhat preventing in coping with ne new environment while in exile.
Aspects of community and family have been focused from the previous
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studies as part of coping mechanism as well. Children with their parents and
other family members have sound mental health than those who arrived
alone, stated by Fazel and his colleagues (2012), this study also stated that in
the family environment those who discussed the conflict and war situations
on their home countries have the chances to have children with mental issues
than those who avoided discussing these previous incidences.

Support from social services, a family with extended members and
community can function as to perform better and to resettle refugees into a
new country context (Lim, 2009; East et al., 2010). Family reunion can be a
matter of coping strategies, and they give the support both in mental and
materiel context. In a study of refugees in Australia, Wilmsen (2013)
presented many aspects that are negatively correlated while a refugee or a
group of refugees are separated from their family members.

Family ties are also important as many studies also highlighted its
importance. Intergenerational ties for instance has been described by Lewis
(2010) in his study on Cambodian refugees to focus on how they became
resilient to getting over societal and cultural gaps between the society that
they are currently based in and their home country context.

Not having the chance to share experiences was mentioned by the
participants. Sharing experiences, emotion among the family members have
been highlighted by a study on refugees in Canada (Simich et al., 2014).
Tamil refugees for instance in Norway were proactive in reducing future
stress and to manage any strange situations by taking collective action
(Guribye et al., 2011) Research on how refugees face their traumatic
situation also highlighted on family ties and collective action. For instance, a
study on Tamil refugees in Norway, Guribye et al. (2011) also described that
refugees tried to absorb and heal any news in relation to deteriorating
situation and more conflict in their country of origin. In a study of refugee
women in Sweden, Boerema and her colleagues (2010) stated that weeding
participation, wearing traditional dresses and enjoying parties in traditional
ways and music also helps in settling a new society.
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Conclusion

In order to understand refugee families and how they adapt in a new society,
memory and narratives play vital role in constructing ’their self’ as
Halbwachs (1980) in his study on refugees and their adaptation came up
with the statement that it is important to focus on the participants memory
and its significance to construct their narratives. Memories can be viewed as
individual aspect; however, it has the importance of the social aspect as well
(Teski & Climbo, 1995). It is expected that refugees should cope with their
host societies values and norm, in this process memories of past somewhat
relegate and their present memories become more dominant (Bneezer,
2002). This study explored to address those memories and stories that have
not been heard or listened, in order to come up with new narratives.
Participants were really happy of sharing their experiences as it appeared the
first time whom they could share their struggle during the war period and in
exile. However, one significant outcome of this study is the lack of
compatibility of the stories between two groups, through which five
narratives established to elaborate the variety of their accounts. Concerning
the coping mechanism and identity construction, different ways are
identified from their narratives. From a collective point of view these
narratives will enhance our understating of the refugee communities in
Estonia and their ways of solving problem and coping mechanism.
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