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Abstract. Community polarization is caused by several factors, eight of which were identified in the author’s 2025
research, but the factor called History, within the study, appears to be the one that most actively maintains the ethno-
linguistic division between a majority and a minority group. The historical narrative based on memories of family and
personal traumas caused by the Second World War is still a source of heated disagreements. Although these have never
erupted into violent behaviors, since the post-war period, they have prevented a complete rapprochement between the two
factions, despite a constant and progressive process of reconciliation having been underway for eighty years. The article
describes the elements included in the History factor that underlie this community division.
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Abstract La polarizzazione della comunita e causata da diversi fattori, otto dei quali sono stati individuati nella ricerca
condotta dall’autrice nel 2025; tuttavia, il fattore denominato “storia” all’interno dello studio sembra essere quello che
contribuisce maggiormente a mantenere la divisione etnico-linguistica tra un gruppo maggioritario e uno minoritario. La
narrazione storica basata sui ricordi dei traumi familiari e personali causati dalla Seconda Guerra Mondiale & ancora fonte
di accesi dissidi. Sebbene questi non siano mai sfociati in comportamenti violenti, sin dal dopoguerra hanno impedito un
completo riavvicinamento tra le due fazioni, nonostante sia in atto da ottant’anni un processo di riconciliazione costante
e progressivo. L articolo descrive gli elementi inclusi nel fattore Storia che sono alla base di questa divisione comunitaria.

Parole chiave: Polarizzazione comunitaria; polarizzazione politica, narrazione storica, memoria storica e trauma.

Introduction

Community polarization, understood as the persistent division of a community into opposing
and difficult-to- reconcile groups, is a complex phenomenon that can be fueled by multiple
factors. An Italian qualitative study conducted in 2025, titled "Qualitative Research on Informal
Social Learning that Generates and/or Reduces Polarized Thinking," identified eight main
elements underlying this process. Among these, History proved to be the most influential factor
in maintaining the ethno-linguistic divide between a majority and a minority group. The case
study analyzed concerns the polarization between the Italian majority and the Slovenian minority
in the region, a historically rooted dynamic that remains relevant in citizens' perceptions and
narratives.

The historical narrative of twentieth-century events, grounded in family memories and
intergenerational traumas linked to the twenty-year fascist period and the Second World War,
continues to represent a site of intense symbolic conflict. Despite eighty years of progressive
attempts at reconciliation, these memories remain a sensitive point, capable of reactivating latent
tensions and preventing a full rapprochement between the two communities.

The 2025 research aimed to explore how everyday community processes generate informal
learning that can fuel or, conversely, reduce this type of polarization. It emerged that the division
between groups is not merely the result of political or linguistic differences, but is rooted in a
polarized and ethnocentric form of thought that leads each side to perceive itself as different from
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the other, and, in the case of the Italian group, even morally superior due to its culture, traditions,
historical truth, and values. This dynamic, widely described in the literature on ethnocentrism
(Taguieff, 1999), is intertwined with processes of affective polarization (lyengar & Westwood,
2015), in which political affiliation and identity take on an emotional and moral dimension,
contributing to further hardening positions.

In the case study analyzed, polarization developed primarily around linguistic diversity,
recognized by both sides as an obstacle to full reconciliation. However, it was also fueled by two
additional factors: the persistence of a politically motivated affective polarization, rooted in the
ideological conflicts of the twentieth century; and the divergent interpretation of historical
events, supported by public narratives often exploited for political purposes.

Local history, in fact, continues to be the subject of conflicting readings, selective revisionisms,
and symbolic appropriations that reinforce identity boundaries and impede the construction of a
shared memory.

This article therefore focuses on the historical factor that emerged from the research, analyzing
how traumatic memories, family narratives, public commemorations, and collective symbols
contribute to generating informal learning that maintains community polarization. Through
analysis of the interviews collected, we will highlight how such learning influences mutual
perceptions, collective identities, and relational dynamics between groups.

The goal is to understand which elements of the historical narrative continue to hinder
reconciliation and which, instead, can form the basis for building educational pathways aimed at
reducing polarization, such as the development of a new European model of Pedagogy of
History.

Theoretical Framework

Community polarization is a multidimensional phenomenon that develops through the
intertwining of historical, political, identity, and relational dynamics. To understand its persistence
in the case study analyzed, it is necessary to place it within a theoretical framework that integrates
contributions from the sociology of memory, studies on political polarization, situated learning
theories, and cognitive sciences.

Collective memory and historical narratives

Historical memory is not a simple repository of facts, but a social process through which
communities select, interpret, and transmit past events, constructing and negotiating their own
identity.

M. Halbwachs (1950) defines collective memory as the result of a social construction that
reflects the identity needs of the group, which guides what is remembered, what is forgotten and
the way in which events are interpreted.

J. Assmann (1977) further developed this perspective by introducing the concept of cultural
memory, which includes symbols, rituals, commemorations, and institutions that stabilize, over
time, specific interpretations of the past. Monuments, public ceremonies, and toponymy are not
simple representations, but devices that shape the collective perception of history,
institutionalized through rituals and monuments, distinguishing it from communicative memory,
transmitted orally within families and social networks. Both forms of memory are central to the
case analyzed, where the traumas of the twentieth century continue to be reworked through
family stories, public celebrations, and territorial symbols.

E. Zerubavel (2003) highlights how communities construct temporal maps that select some
events as foundational and obscure others, creating actual symbolic boundaries that morally and
culturally distinguish "us™ from "them.” In the studied context, these boundaries manifest
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themselves in the contrast between Italian and Slovenian memories, often irreconcilable, which
fuel divergent perceptions of victimization, guilt, and injustice. In the studied context, public and
family memories of twentieth-century violence fuel opposing narratives that reinforce these
boundaries, making interpretative convergence difficult.

Cultural Trauma and Intergenerational Transmission Cultural

Trauma Theory (Alexander et al.,, 2004) offers a useful interpretative framework for
understanding the persistence of conflicting narratives. According to this perspective, trauma lies
not in the event itself, but in its symbolic elaboration by the community. Cultural trauma occurs
when a group attributes a profound, enduring identity-building significance to a past, traumatic
event, perceiving it as a wound that continues to define the present.

In the case analyzed, the deportations of Slovenians to fascist camps, the foibas, the post-war
violence, and the division of the territory generated traumas that continue to be transmitted
intergenerationally, influencing mutual perceptions and group identities.

The intergenerational transmission of trauma occurs through family stories, commemorative
rituals, public symbols, and institutional narratives. The groups that carry these narratives—so-
called carrier groups—play a central role in keeping the trauma alive and reproducing the
interpretive categories that derive from it. In the case study, carrier groups include families that
transmit memories of violence, persecution, foibas, and deportations; associations and
institutions that selectively commemorate the past; political groups that mobilize memory to
define opposing identities; linguistic or national communities that maintain divergent narratives;
and minority cultural circles. These groups contribute to reproducing opposing interpretive
categories, hindering narrative convergence and fueling polarization. Family memories of
violence, deportations, and foibas also constitute a traumatic nucleus that continues to shape
perceptions of the past and influence intergroup relations. Trauma is transmitted through family
narratives, commemorative rituals, and public symbols, which help maintain a sense of injustice
and belonging to a damaged community. This produces informal learning that reinforces
polarization, especially because these memories are not integrated into a shared historical
narrative.

Polarized thinking as a cognitive distortion (Ellis, Beck)

Polarized thinking is an interpretative modality that tends to divide reality into absolute and
opposing categories ("us/them,” "victims/perpetrators,” "right/wrong"). In psychological literature,
this modality is defined as a cognitive distortion (Ellis, 1962; Beck, 1976), characterized by the
extreme simplification of complex events and the difficulty in recognizing nuances, ambivalences,
and alternative perspectives.

In the context analyzed, however, polarized thinking cannot be interpreted as an individual trait
but rather as a cognitive mode of interpreting reality that has spread among individuals due to the
complex events they have experienced: it emerges as the result of situated learning processes and the
traumatic narratives that structure public and family memory. Rigid dichotomies are learned and
reinforced through participation in the community's discursive practices, subsequently becoming an
integral part of its collective identity.

History, politically exploited for electoral rather than ideological reasons, thus becomes an
identity-building device: what is remembered, forgotten, or reinterpreted helps define who belongs
to the community and who is excluded, activating both conscious and unconscious mechanisms of
self-defense against the opposing party, considered the enemy or invader.

The literature on affective polarization highlights how division between groups depends not only
on ideological differences but also on deep-rooted feelings of hostility and mistrust. lyengar and
Westwood (2015) show that such feelings become automatic and deeply internalized, influencing
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moral judgments, social assessments, and daily behaviors. Signals of belonging to the opposing group
trigger negative reactions even in non-political contexts, generating forms of discrimination that
contribute to maintaining and hardening community divisions. In contexts marked by historical
conflict, this dynamic is intertwined with traumatic memories and antagonistic narratives,
contributing to the persistence of division. Polarization is not just about differences of opinion but
also takes on an emotional and moral dimension. Studies on affective polarization (lyengar &
Westwood, 2015) show how political or identity groups tend to perceive out-group members
negatively and in-group members positively, regardless of ideological content. Affective polarization
describes the tendency of groups to perceive each other as morally distant, hostile, and threatening.
lyengar and Westwood (2015) have highlighted how this form of polarization not only concerns
political opinions but also involves emotions, perceptions, and moral judgments.

lyengar and Westwood (2015) show, therefore, that affective polarization arises when
identification with one's own political group translates into automatic and ingrained hostility toward
the opposing group. Their findings demonstrate that negative feelings toward the out-group become
so profound that they influence not only political opinions but also moral judgments, social
assessments, and everyday behaviors, to the point of generating forms of discrimination that can
surpass those based on categories such as ethnicity.

A particularly significant finding is that party cues also influence non-political spheres: people
tend to trust less, evaluate less, or penalize individuals perceived as belonging to the opposing group,
even in neutral or cooperative situations.

These mechanisms demonstrate how affective polarization can crystallize social divisions,
transforming political difference into an identity fracture that permeates interpersonal relationships,
reduces the willingness to engage in dialogue, and reinforces perceptions of moral and social distance.

In the case study, this dynamic manifested itself in two distinct ways: the polarizing divide between
Slovenian Catholic and Communist minorities and between right-wing and left-wing parties in the
Italian majority. The former base their divergence on the historical antagonism between Catholic
believers and Communist atheists, organized into two opposing cultural and political associations.
The latter differ in their political approaches to the Slovenian minority: conciliation and inclusion for
the left, reservation and ethno-linguistic differentiation for the right.

Emotional polarization intertwines with ethno-linguistic polarization and traumatic memories,
generating a system of symbolic boundaries (Lamont & Molnar, 2002) that separate "us" and "them"
not only linguistically but also morally and historically.

History thus becomes an identity-building device: what is remembered, forgotten, or reinterpreted
helps define who belongs to the community and who is excluded. Understanding how identity
boundaries are rooted in both cognitive processes and affective dynamics paves the way for analyzing
the ways in which these boundaries are reproduced, negotiated, or contested in social practices and
everyday interactions. It is in ordinary interactions, informal contexts, and shared learning situations
that these boundaries are confirmed, negotiated, or sometimes transformed. This perspective raises
the need to analyze how groups learn, transmit, and incorporate these interpretative frameworks
through forms of situated learning and informal learning processes.

Affective polarization and identity boundaries

The transition from the cognitive to the relational level allows us to understand how the
dichotomies produced by polarized thinking are not confined to the interpretative sphere but translate
into emotional orientations that structure the perception of others. Identity boundaries constructed
through processes of social categorization and shared historical narratives become affective devices
that regulate feelings of trust, mistrust, or hostility toward external groups. From this perspective,
affective polarization represents the emotional outcome of the cognitive and memory dynamics
described above, rendering the symbolic boundaries between "us" and “them" not only thought but
also deeply internalized and experienced.
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Polarization is not just about differences of opinion but also takes on an emotional and moral
dimension. Studies on affective polarization (lyengar & Westwood, 2015) show how political or
identity groups tend to perceive out-group members negatively and in-group members positively,
regardless of ideological content. In the case study, this dynamic is intertwined with ethnolinguistic
polarization and traumatic memories, generating a system of symbolic boundaries (Lamont &
Molnér, 2002) that separate "us" and "them," not only linguistically but also morally and historically.
History, politically exploited for electoral rather than ideological reasons, thus becomes an identity-
building device: what is remembered, forgotten, or reinterpreted helps define who belongs to the
community and who is excluded, activating both conscious and unconscious mechanisms of self-
defense against the opposing party, considered the enemy or the invader.

Literature on affective polarization highlights how intergroup divisions are not only based on
ideological differences but also on deep-seated feelings of hostility and mistrust. lyengar and
Westwood (2015) show that such feelings become automatic and deeply internalized, influencing
moral judgments, social evaluations, and daily behaviors. Signals of belonging to the opposing group
trigger negative reactions even in non-political contexts, generating forms of discrimination that
contribute to maintaining and hardening community divisions. In contexts marked by historical
conflict, this dynamic is intertwined with traumatic memories and antagonistic narratives,
contributing to the persistence of divisions.

Polarization is not only about differences of opinion but also takes on an emotional and moral
dimension. Studies on affective polarization (lyengar & Westwood, 2015) show how political or
identity groups tend to perceive out-group members negatively and in-group members positively,
regardless of ideological content. Affective polarization describes the tendency of groups to perceive
one another as morally distant, hostile, and threatening. lyengar and Westwood (2015) have
highlighted how this form of polarization does not only concern political opinions, but also involves
emotions, perceptions, and moral judgments.

lyengar and Westwood (2015) show, therefore, that affective polarization arises when
identification with one's own political group translates into automatic and deep-seated hostility
toward the opposing group. Their findings demonstrate that negative feelings toward the out-group
become so profound that they influence not only political opinions but also moral judgments, social
assessments, and everyday behaviors, to the point of generating forms of discrimination that can
surpass those based on categories such as ethnicity.

A particularly relevant finding is that party cues also influence non-political domains: people tend
to trust less, evaluate worse, or penalize individuals perceived as belonging to the opposite group,
even in neutral or cooperative situations.

These mechanisms demonstrate how affective polarization can crystallize social divisions,
transforming political difference into an identity fracture that permeates interpersonal relationships,
reduces the willingness to engage in dialogue, and reinforces perceptions of moral and social distance.

In the case study, this dynamic manifested itself in two distinct ways: the polarizing divide between
the Catholic and Communist Slovenian minorities and between right-wing and left-wing parties within
the Italian majority. The former base their divergence on the historical antagonism between Catholic
believers and Communist atheists, organized into two opposing cultural and political associations; the
latter differ in their political approach to the Slovenian minority: conciliation and inclusion for the left,
reservation and ethno-linguistic differentiation for the right.

Affective polarization intertwines with ethnolinguistic polarization and traumatic memories,
generating a system of symbolic boundaries (Lamont & Molnar, 2002) that separate "us" and "them"
not only linguistically but also morally and historically.

History thus becomes an identity-building device: what is remembered, forgotten, or reinterpreted
helps define who belongs to the community and who is excluded. Understanding how identity
boundaries are rooted, both in cognitive processes and affective dynamics, paves the way for analyzing
the ways in which these boundaries are reproduced, negotiated, or contested in social practices and
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everyday interactions. It is in ordinary interactions, informal contexts, and shared learning situations
that these boundaries are confirmed, negotiated, or sometimes transformed. This perspective raises the
need to analyze how groups learn, transmit, and incorporate these interpretative schemes through forms
of situated learning and informal learning processes.

Situated learning and informal learning

Attention to situated learning processes allows us to understand how affective polarization and
identity boundaries are not formed exclusively through historical narratives or collective
representations but are continuously reproduced in everyday social practices. Following Lave and
Wenger's (1991) perspective, learning is an intrinsically situated phenomenon that emerges from
participation in communities of practice and interaction with shared cultural repertoire. In other
words, it is not an individual and abstract process, but a social phenomenon that occurs through
participation in a community's shared practices. In this sense, informal learning -conversations,
rituals, intergenerational exchanges, commemorative practices -constitute privileged spaces in which
"us/them” categories are learned,

reinforced, or contested. Analyzing these processes allows us to grasp how polarization is not
merely a cognitive or affective product, but an outcome embedded in the social routines that structure
community life.

The 2025 research confirmed precisely how polarization is influenced not only by macroscopic
historical events - the two world wars experienced on the front lines, on the ground - but also by
informal learning generated in everyday life. People learn how to interpret the world by observing,
imitating, and participating in everyday interactions that define what is considered legitimate, true,
morally acceptable, or unacceptable within the group. Applied to the context studied, this perspective
allows us to understand how historical narratives, family memories, and public rituals not simply
transmitted content are, but social practices that shape shared interpretative frameworks. It is within
these practices that polarized thinking develops and consolidates, emerging from research as one of
the primary ways in which the community interprets the past and present. In this sense, polarized
thinking—despite being defined in psychological literature as a cognitive distortion (Ellis, 1962;
Beck, 1976)—takes on an eminently social dimension here: it is not an individual trait, but a product
of situated learning. Rigid dichotomies ("us/them," "victims/perpetrators") are learned and reinforced
through participation in the community's discursive practices, becoming an integral part of its
collective identity.

The informal, situated learning processes addressed in this research are not limited to a simple
transfer of knowledge between an expert and a novice, but occur through direct participation,
activating concrete and meaningful social practices. In other words, learning occurs not only through
the transmission of information but also through interaction with other individuals who share a
common interest and specific social practice. This informal learning therefore arises from the
manifestation of certain community processes that can generate or reduce polarized thinking, favoring
or diminishing community polarization. These processes are nothing more than everyday events
shared by citizens, at school, on the street, in the workplace, in cultural associations, and at
commemorative or religious ceremonies. The analysis of situated learning processes and informal
learning shows how identity categories and polarizing narratives are not simply transmitted but
incorporated through daily participation in community social practices. It is in these spaces of
interaction - often tacit, informal, and deeply contextual - that individuals learn to recognize,
reproduce, or sometimes question the symbolic boundaries that structure collective life.

Precisely for this reason, understanding how such learning manifests itself in lived experiences
becomes essential to guide the methodological choices of research, which in the specific section
are presented in such a way as to capture the situated, relational, and processual dimensions of
the phenomena investigated.
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Case Study Context: The case

Study is in a border area characterized by a complex history, marked by violence, deportations,
shifts in sovereignty, and ethno-linguistic conflicts. Before explicitly naming the city under
investigation, methodological consideration is necessary: in highly memorialized contexts, the
mere mention of a place can trigger immediate interpretations, influenced in some cases by
partial knowledge, in others by personal visions of history, selective memories, and inherited
narratives that shape how events are understood. To prevent such preconceptions from guiding
the reading even before the data are presented, it is appropriate to temporarily suspend the
automatic association between the name of the place and its public representations. Considering
this clarification, the case study concerns Gorizia, a border city between Italy and Slovenia,
where traumatic memories of the twentieth century constitute the core of the antagonistic
narratives that still influence relations between the Italian majority and the Slovenian minority
today. As discussed in the section on cultural trauma, such memories do not operate as simple
reminders of the past, but as active interpretive frames, continually reproduced by families,
institutions, and other carrier groups that stabilize their meaning in the present.

While maintaining an exploratory approach, the analysis of Gorizia allows us to observe
dynamics that are particularly relevant to contemporary Europe, marked by historical borders,
multiple affiliations, and processes of division between groups and states. The city represents an
emblematic case not because it can be generalized, but because it condenses within a limited
space tensions, memories, and identities that elsewhere may manifest in more diffuse and less
visible forms. This specificity necessitates a methodological approach attentive to local
narratives, commemorative practices, and processes of intergenerational transmission, elements
that will be explored in greater depth in the section dedicated to research design.

The 2025 study focused on the relationship between the city's Italian majority and Slovenian
minority, two communities that share the same urban space but bring with them profoundly
different historical memories, linguistic identities, and narratives of the recent past.

The end of the First World War and the territory's annexation to the Kingdom of Italy marked
a profound fracture in the previous multi-ethnic balance. Nationalist policies, introduced in the
1920s and subsequently radicalized by the Fascist regime, led to a progressive forced
homogenization, with the closure of Slovenian schools and cultural institutions, pressure to
Italianize surnames, and the imposition of Italian as the sole public language. Added to these
transformations was another decisive phenomenon: after a thousand years of rootedness in the
territory, most of the German-speaking population left the city, fearing reprisals from the new
Italian authorities. This was not a conflict with the local Italian and Slovenian population - who
never expressed hostility toward German- speakers - but rather the latter's perception of having
suddenly become vulnerable in a changed political context, where their membership in the
former Austro-Hungarian administrative elite could expose them to discrimination or
institutional pressure. This exodus contributed to rapidly changing the ethnic composition of the
city, drastically reducing the German-speaking presence and accentuating the opposition
between the Italian community and the remaining Slovenian one.

Methodology

The theoretical framework outlined in the previous sections has shown how cognitive, affective,
and identity polarization is rooted in situated, everyday processes deeply embedded in the social
practices of communities. To grasp these dynamics in their complexity, the methodology adopted
allowed us to approach the lived experiences, contexts of interaction, and informal learning through
which polarizing narratives were learned, reproduced, or transformed. From this perspective, the
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methodological approach presented here leans toward qualitative tools capable of capturing the
situated, relational, and processual dimensions of the phenomena investigated, prioritizing listening
to participants' voices and analyzing the practices through which identity boundaries are shaped in
everyday life.

Research design

The research adopted a qualitative approach, aimed at exploring in depth the processes through
which communities construct, transmit, and transform their social, familial, and historical narratives,
as well as their interpretative frameworks. The aim of the research was to develop knowledge about the
mechanisms of community polarization, arriving at a description of the construction of community
polarization and polarized communities. This began with an analysis of social relations that are not yet
conflictual but simply divisive, to understand their causes, dynamics, and developments. The research
design is based on an interpretative analysis of interviews, focus groups, and informal discussions,
complemented by a specific focus on informal learning processes and the discursive practices that emerge
within the community context.

The aim of this article, however, is not to produce statistical generalizations, but to understand the
meanings attributed to past events and the ways in which these meanings influence contemporary
polarization. The focus is on history and its influence on the maintenance of community polarization.

Sampling

The sample was constructed through purposeful sampling, a strategy particularly suited to the study
of complex and situated phenomena, where the goal is not statistical representativeness, but rather
the ability to access diverse and theoretically relevant perspectives. Following this approach, only
participants who possessing characteristics considered crucial to understanding the phenomenon
under study were selected, while those who did not meet these criteria were excluded. In this case,
the primary inclusion criterion was being Italian or Slovenian, born and raised in Gorizia, a condition
deemed necessary to access family memories, intergenerational narratives, and perceptions rooted in
the local context.

In the preliminary phase of the research, an exception to the inclusion criteria was introduced:
three people were interviewed who were neither born nor raised in Gorizia but came from two of the
Italian French borders and one was Italian Croatian, thus bilingual, having moved to Gorizia during
her university studies. They all had extensive experience living in border contexts and were bilingual
in Italian French or Italian Croatian. These key witnesses were involved not as part of the sample
analyzed but as experts in community polarization. They contributed to the development of the
interview and focus group outline, offering an external perspective useful for highlighting issues,
sensitivities, and critiques typical of border life. Their testimonies served as an exploratory and
preparatory function and were not included in the final analysis.

The purposive sampling was subsequently supplemented by a snowball sampling method, through
which the initial participants suggested other people to involve. Since these suggestions came from
their social networks, the resulting sample reflects the relationships of the initial participants. This
process led to the inclusion of citizens with public roles, teachers, students, members of cultural
associations, people involved in commemorative activities, and retirees. However, merchants,
entrepreneurs, or freelancers, categories that were not included in the social networks activated during
the snowball sampling, were not included.

Conducting the research required careful consideration of the researcher's positionality. Having
been a Gorizia resident for generations and belonging to the Italian majority, the researcher shares a
local cultural and memorial horizon with many participants. Although she does not speak Slovenian,
she has a family genealogy that includes a Slovenian great-grandfather and a line of Slovenian
ancestors who have historically resided in Gorizia. This hybrid position - within the Italian
community but with family roots that cross the linguistic border - required constant attention to
relational dynamics during the interviews, to maintain an objective and neutral approach. In a context
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characterized by conflicting memories and deeply rooted affiliations, this awareness guided the
conduct of the interviews, fostering a non-judgmental listening attitude and an interpretative vigilance
aimed at preventing one's own identity from inappropriately influencing the interpretation of the
empirical material. Reflexivity was therefore an essential component of the research process, helping
to maintain space for the plurality of memories present in the area.

A total of 57 testimonies were collected, divided between semi-structured interviews, focus
groups, and informal discussions.

Sample summary table

Initial exemption for three
privileged witnesses (not
included in the analysis).

Inclusion
criteria

Language
group

Social

Born and lived in Gorizia.

Italian majority; Slovenian
minority, bilingual.

Young adults (20-35); Adults
(36-60); Older adults (60-98)
Citizens with public roles;
Teachers; Students; Members of
cultural associations; People
involved in commemorative
activities; Pensioners.

To explore intergroup relations.

To capture differences in the
transmission of trauma

Absent: Shopkeepers,
entrepreneurs, and freelancers
(not present in the snowball
sampling networks).

position/role

The two women included in the

57, divided as follows: ITA-17M
(including two Istrian exiles and
one Friulian), 15 F (including 1
Istrian exile); MIN. SL. - 12 M, 8

other category had been resident
in Gorizia since childhood and
one belonged to the category of
Italian exiles, from Slovenia, and

F; OTHER -3 M, 2 F. the other was of Prussian origin

and a German mother tongue.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews

The interviews were conducted between July 2022 and June 2024, using a semi-structured
approach that allowed for an in-depth exploration of emerging themes while allowing for personal
narratives. Each interview lasted between 45 and 150 minutes, with an average of 90 minutes for a
total of 179 hours and was conducted in locations chosen by the interviewees to foster a climate of
trust and openness. Questions addressed: family memories of historical events; perceptions of public
commemorations; narratives transmitted within the community; representations of the other group;
daily experiences of coexistence and conflict; and interpretations of the past and present.

Focus group

A 90-minute focus group was also organized with eight participants, five from the Slovenian
minority and three from lItaly, selected through purposive sampling.

The focus group allowed us to observe how individual narratives unfold in a dialogic context,
highlighting dynamics of agreement, disagreement, and negotiation of meaning. The discussions that
emerged enriched the interpretation of the data and allowed us to grasp relational elements that are
difficult to detect in individual interviews. At the same time, it allowed the two communities, for the
first time in eighty years, to sit down at a table to share memories and personal testimonies.
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Informal conversations

Alongside the formal interviews and focus groups, informal conversations were also collected,
spontaneously occurring during fieldwork with residents - all elderly - who expressed a desire to share
their memories of Gorizia. Although unstructured, these conversations were included in the data set
and analyzed using the same thematic analysis procedure applied to the interviews and focus groups.
Their spontaneous nature allowed us to capture aspects of everyday memory and intergenerational
transmission, which are difficult to detect in more structured contexts. Interviews lasted variable
amounts, ranging from 10 to 50 minutes, with an average of 25 minutes each. Informal conversations
allowed us to access natural and situated narratives, broadening our understanding of the context and
enriching the interpretative depth of the entire empirical corpus, allowing room for emotions, which
emerged authentically and without prompting from the interviewer.

The diverse set of materials collected - semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and informal
discussions - all recorded, fully transcribed, and anonymized, constituted a rich and nuanced corpus,
requiring an analytical approach capable of capturing both thematic recurrences and the narrative
specificities of the various research tools. The following section details the thematic analysis
procedure adopted to interpret these materials.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted through a thematic coding process, inspired by the thematic analysis
approach (Braun & Clarke 2006, 2021) and integrated with the principles of situated learning (Lave
& Wenger). The analytical procedure followed the steps suggested by the qualitative literature,
particularly J.W. Creswell (2013), and consisted of: data familiarization; initial coding; theme
construction; review and refinement; theme definition and naming; and interpretative integration.

The entire data set was analyzed using the same procedure, treating each testimony as a significant
contribution to understanding the phenomenon. As Creswell (2013) emphasizes, the inclusion of
heterogeneous materials is fully consistent with the qualitative approach, as it allows us to grasp the
phenomenon's complexity through diverse and complementary narrative sources.

This allowed us to observe how memories, representations of the other group, and
intergenerational narratives emerge in different communicative contexts, enriching the interpretative
depth of the analysis. The approach adopted favored a situated reading of the data, recognizing that
the collected narratives are rooted in the participants' social practices, linguistic affiliations, and daily
experiences. This perspective allowed us to interpret the themes not only as analytical categories, but
as expressions of knowledge embedded and shared within the local community.

Thematic analysis allowed us to uncover the meaning of the qualitative data, highlighting the main
themes and allowing for a deeper understanding of the phenomenon studied. From the first reading,
twenty-eight codes emerged from the corpus. During the second reading of the material, in addition
to refining the codes, they were grouped into overarching macro-categories, which constituted the
main themes extracted from the data. Themes represent the emerging patterns through which the
research findings were elaborated. A theme can be described as a phrase or conceptual core that
summarizes the content of multiple data units, linked by semantic or conceptual implications and
classified according to the underlying codes.

The analysis identified eight themes, organized into two interpretative areas consistent with the
Research questions related to the relationship between community processes and informal learning:

Community Processes (4 topics) “There are informal community processes that foster the Do they
polarize or, on the contrary, reduce the polarization of thought? Which are they?”

Informal learning (4 topics) “Furthermore, are there communicative, relational, social, work-
related, informal exchanges between people belonging to different ethnic groups that lead to cognitive
and emotional enrichment such as to induce mutual learning, capable of generating educational
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practices that limit the polarization of thought, also depriving it of any form of ethnocentric
reasoning?

In summary, informal learning can generate educational practices capable of preventing or
reducing polarized and ethnocentric thinking in a community? What are they?”

The thematic structure identified allowed us to capture both the collective dynamics that
characterize border life and the forms of daily and intergenerational learning that emerge from the
participants' narratives.

The identified categories were integrated into an interpretative framework consistent with the
theoretical framework described above. A summary table was developed representing the main
community processes of the 20th century and the forms of informal learning associated with them.
Two codes - SOC1 and IF3 - are linked to two themes because they demonstrated similarities with
both. The table has no quantitative value but constitutes an interpretative representation of the themes
that emerged.

FRAMEWORK SITUATED LEARNING
CATEGORIES COMMUNITY PROCESSES INFORMAL LEARNINGS
THEMES R RELATIONSHIPS A LEARNINGS
R1 Relations L1 School
R2 Events L2 Culture/ethnocentrism
Codes R3 Games L3 Education
R4 Music/dance L4 Habits/customs/practices
L5 Religion
TEMI SOC SOCIETY IF FAMILIAR IDENTITY
Socl Ideology/Politics/Values IF1 Identity/roots
Soc2 Forms of goverment
(legislation, administration, | IF2 Relatives/family
Codes economy)
Soc3 Work IF3 Religion
Soc4 Public personality
Soc5 Privileges/social classes
THEMES H HISTORY PA PERSONAL ATTITUDE
H1 History PA1 Ideology/Politics/Values
H 2 Monuments/ . o
. PA2 Emotions/motivations
commemorations
Codes H 3 Symbols AP3 Opening — closing mental
PA4 Nature
PAS Awareness/expectations
THEMES T TERRITORY C COMUNICATION
T1 Territory C1 Linguistic codes
C2 Communication/voice of the
Codes T2 Progetti transfrontalieri people
T3 Architecture

Community processes are the source of informal learning, which in turn has determined a more or
less polarizing dynamic. Historical and social changes in the region and in peer relationships have, in
fact, determined informal learning, which underlies cultural/educational, communication, personal
attitude, and family identity changes within the two polarized communities. A direct cause-and-effect
relationship between the themes of the two sections, as is typical of statistical-quantitative research,
was not found; instead, the phenomenon of community polarization was explored to identify the
variables that can generate a certain type of polarized thinking. Co-occurrences of events between
community processes and informal learning have been identified, allowing us to describe the
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evolution of polarization. In the former, the causes of polarization were identified, while in the latter,
the polarizing effects were identified. However, there was no statistical correlation, given the
qualitative nature of the research conducted, which was not intended to test hypotheses but simply to
explore in depth a phenomenon that is still little studied, laying the foundation for future quantitative
studies.

The themes that emerged from the analysis are fully consistent with the theoretical framework
adopted, which combines the community processes perspective with the situated learning paradigm
(Lave & Wenger).

Consistency with community Processes

Themes related to community processes show how participants' narratives are rooted in shared
social practices, commemorative rituals, linguistic affiliations, and intergroup dynamics. This is
perfectly in line with the literature on community processes (F. Barth, 1969; M. Lamont, 2000; J.
Lave & E. Wenge, 1991; M. Halbwachs, 1950; J.C. Alexander et al., 2004), which emphasizes how
collective identities emerge through everyday interactions, shared memories, and forms of social
participation and are consolidated through the construction and maintenance of symbolic boundaries
(Barth, 1969).

Consistency with situated learning

The themes related to informal learning confirm that knowledge is not transmitted abstractly, but
is embedded in everyday life practices, family relationships, and experiences of border crossing. The
testimonies show how participants learn by experiencing the community, observing, listening, and
participating in its practices: a process that faithfully reflects the idea of legitimate peripheral
participation proposed by Lave & Wenger.

Consistency with the Border Context

Finally, the thematic structure reflects the specificity of the Gorizia context: a place where
memory, identity, and belonging are constantly negotiated. The themes highlight how boundaries -
historical, linguistic, symbolic - continue to shape perceptions of the past and present, confirming the
centrality of context in the construction of meaning.

The results section will not present in detail all eight themes that emerged from the thematic
analysis. Although each theme contributes to delineating significant aspects of community life and
informal learning in the Gorizia context, currently only one of them - the theme of History - maintains
a critical and persistent influence in generating and nurturing forms of polarization between the two
local communities. In the other themes, predominantly conciliatory and constructive elements
emerged, outlining an evolutionary trajectory oriented toward reconciliation and a progressive
linguistic, cultural, commercial, and environmental rapprochement. These elements have been
transformed into an educational model, based on informal learning, to prevent and reduce
polarization. These aspects suggest dynamics of openness and cooperation that, while not eliminating
differences, contribute to reducing symbolic distances between groups.

In this article, however, we chose to address the topic of History exclusively because it continues
to represent a sensitive and deeply rooted issue, capable of influencing mutual perceptions and
maintaining active forms of identity distinction. For this reason, the results section will focus
exclusively on this theme, analyzing its articulations, tensions, and implications for contemporary
coexistence.
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The thematic analysis highlighted how history is the most significant factor in building and
maintaining the polarization between the Italian majority and the Slovenian minority in the case study
city. The collected narratives demonstrate how twentieth-century events continue to influence mutual
perceptions, informal learning, and identity dynamic. These aspects suggest dynamics of openness
and cooperation that, while not erasing differences, contribute to reducing symbolic distances
between groups.

In this article, however, we chose to address the topic of History exclusively because it
continues to represent a sensitive and deeply rooted issue, capable of influencing mutual
perceptions and maintaining active forms of identity distinction. For this reason, the results
section will focus exclusively on this theme, analyzing its articulations, tensions, and
implications for contemporary coexistence.

The thematic analysis highlighted how history is the most significant factor in building and
maintaining the polarization between the Italian majority and the Slovenian minority in the case
study city. The collected narratives demonstrate how twentieth-century events continue to
influence mutual perceptions, informal learning, and identity dynamics.

Results

The historical theme currently appears to be the one that not only maintains high levels of
polarization but fuels it. Divergent interpretations of historical events remain irreconcilable
because they are politically exploited, highlighting how historical narrative and political ideology
intersect and influence each other. Thus, the need to develop a pedagogy of history that allows
for, if not a shared narrative, then an acceptance of divergences that also includes acknowledging
the suffering experienced by both sides has emerged.

To fully understand how the same historical event can be remembered and narrated in
divergent ways, we will include verbatim, anonymized quotes from the linguistic majority and
minority, divided by historical period.

The narrative research was based on interviews with citizens from both sides, comparing their
perspectives. For the purposes of this article, which aims to describe how the memory of
historical events can, in some cases, generate very acute tensions, attention will be focused
exclusively on the factor identified by the label "History," which includes associated second-
level codes such as "History,” "Monuments/Commemorations,” and "Symbols."

To enhance understanding and understanding, several quotes from interviews will be included,
some of which are quite extensive. This will engage the reader in everyday social dynamics,
helping them to identify with the context. As a reading note, if these quotes are too long, you can
skip them and go directly to the relevant commentary below.

Family Memories and Intergenerational Trauma

From the interviews, it clearly emerges that family memories of the traumatic events of the
twentieth century - forced Italianization, deportation, violence, foibas, military occupations -
constitute a central narrative core in the construction of group identities, which are transmitted
through family stories, emotionally charged with hatred and suffering.

Respondents belonging to the generation that directly experienced the events tend to describe
the past through detailed accounts, often characterized by strong emotional involvement.
Immediately subsequent generations, despite not having direct experience, report narratives
passed down within the family, that retain the original emotional charge, albeit to a lesser extent.
Later descendants, in some cases, have had the opportunity to receive from their grandparents
much more detailed accounts than those received from their parents, while in others the historical
memory seems to have been almost entirely lost. The intergenerational transmission of trauma
occurs through recurring stories, family rituals, and constant references to emblematic episodes,
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which become an integral part of shared interpretative frameworks. These memories, however,
do not simply describe historical facts; they also attribute moral and identity-related meanings to
the events, contributing to the construction of symbolic boundaries between groups.

The end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the loss of multilingualism, forced Italianization and
the construction of "us" and "them"

The end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire marked the beginning of a process of community
polarization, as a situation of mutual aid and collaboration, typical of the Habsburg period, shifted to
a progressive hardening of social relations. The multiethnic Empire had ensured the perception of
equal rights before the law and had allowed for a natural linguistic coexistence, in which families
were often quadrilingual: German, Italian, Slovenian, and Friulian. With the transition to the Kingdom
of Italy, new social and political pressures emerged, introducing the concept of linguistic minority
and initiating a slow process of cultural eradication. The loss of multilingualism gradually deepened,
transforming families accustomed to speaking multiple languages into monolingual ones, marking
the beginning of an identity divide that would take root throughout the twentieth century, following
the atrocities caused by the Second World War and the postwar period.

The case study, however, has not always been characterized by community polarization, between
a linguistic majority and a linguistic minority. There was a time when the concept of a linguistic
minority simply did not exist, having been artificially created by Italian, nationalist government
impositions. The period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire is, in fact, remembered positively by both
factions, without any kind of recrimination. Many participants recall - directly or through family
narratives - the Austro-Hungarian era as a time of peaceful coexistence and natural multilingualism.

Interview with Rajan, a 48-year-old Slovenian minority politician

This aspect has always amused me, when almost unconsciously and perhaps without even knowing
who was saying it, without even knowing what they were saying, I've always been amused to hear:
"Ah, things were good when Austria was here, Maria Theresa should come back. Austria and the
Austro-Hungarian Empire." It's funny because in the end we know it from books or from the almost
borderline testimonies of our elders that we had the pleasure of knowing. But it's funny because in
the end that was the city we're talking about now and we want it, we dream of it, we spoke four
languages, we got along with everyone and then the war took its toll.

This quote shows how the memory of the Austro-Hungarian Empire functions today as a founding
myth of an ideal coexistence, often contrasted with the fractures of the twentieth century, which began
with the annexation of the territory to Italy at the end of the First World War, as also expressed in the
following interview excerpt, reported in full to allow a complete immersion in the atmosphere of the
era.

Interview with Edoardo, a 61-year-old Italian top public administrator.

In Gorizia there was a strong sense of unity before the wars, and this was true for all communities.
If you look at a big city, even in an apartment building you don’t know - if you live on the third floor
- who lives on the first. This was a village that became a bit larger, but it kept that village culture.
Among other things, there were never any tensions, not even during the First World War, because
Gorizia had not yet been divided. Gorizia was not divided under the Habsburgs: a kitchen table
belonged to an extended family, as they always were, where you had the grandfather, the uncles—
not the kitchen table of today with just mother, father, and one child. Back then you had those big
tables where breakfast began with one person helping another. When these extended families came
together, speaking and understanding different languages was something natural, not forced. It was
completely normal for someone to address another in Friulian, and the other - even if they didn’t
speak Friulian - would understand it and then reply to them and to the others in German or Slovene.

Community polarization began at the end of the First World War, when the first waves of Italians
migrated from the rest of the peninsula to colonize the newly conguered lands of the Habsburgs.
Added to this was the emigration of Germans no longer welcome in the new Kingdom and the push
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to Italianize the names and surnames of Slovenians. The Slovenian community thus found itself an
increasingly large minority, given the arrival of new Italians and the departure of the Germans. The
following testimonies indicate the influence of political and administrative choices in segmenting the
population ethnocentrically, which effectively initiated the process of polarization because the
previously unknown belief that citizens were better than others began to spread.

Interview with Giorgina, a 66-year-old Italian public institution press officer

Fascism destroyed everything that existed in these lands. But already with the arrival of the Savoy
family and its annexation to the Kingdom of Italy, problems began in Gorizia. Austrian citizens
decided to abandon the city because royal officials took over the municipal registry and began sorting
people based on their Italian origins. Germans had to prove they were Italian by speaking the
language, or they had to be wealthy, in which case their lack of knowledge of Italian would be
excused. Many Germans, therefore, left, abandoning their lands and homes.

The erasure of traces of a certain people's presence, along with the strong political and social
pressure to leave those who did not identify as Italian, was effective against the Germans but not
against the Slovenes. The former abandoned the territory, while the latter clung even more firmly to
it, developing the resilience in the face of adversity that would allow them to withstand the oppression
they would endure during the subsequent twenty years of fascism and during the Second World War.

The informal learning that emerges is that having a strong connection to one's native land prevents
any attempt to erase one's culture because one has a deeply rooted and unassailable sense of identity.

The irremediable sociopolitical implications began precisely with the conquest of the city by the
Italians, who, in effect, interfered in a territory that, until then, had been inhabited by ethnically
diverse peoples capable of collaborating and getting along. The arrival of the Italians generated
numerous historical, social, and cultural contradictions, which impacted the multiethnic population,
which from then on, instead, became divided, no longer able to feel like an organic, integrated whole
of diverse yet united peoples. What emerges from these historical vicissitudes was the development,
following the Second World War of an ability to mediate between real-life contradictions, finding a
balance that allowed people to live with dignity, despite the impossibility of resolving them. In this
case, family education and personal attitude seem to be the most important components for this type
of learning.

Interview with Giorgina, a 66-year-old Italian public institution press officer.

Our city was the first to be bombed by the Italians during the First World War. They bombed other
cities in Europe as well, but we were the first city with civilian inhabitants to be bombed. Who knows
this? | recently read this in a history book: to liberate us, they bombed us.

| found a little box that has done all the moves in the world, and it was a box from my grandmother.
It came from my maternal grandmother's house, and inside were two war medals, both bearing the
inscription "Forged in the enemy's bronze,” a medal registered to my grandfather. My grandfather
immediately threw them in the cellar. Evidently, since they still had their ribbons intact, he must never
have pinned them anywhere because my grandfather married a half-Créck (Austrian). So, he had
medals forged with the enemy's bronze, which were his future wife's people. Obviously, you must
put them in the cellar, because how else would you manage? And that's what we did: we put them in
the cellar along with the medals forged with Grandfather Giovanni's enemy's bronze, a whole bunch
of other things, because it was the only way we could overcome irreconcilable contradictions. So, |
left them there. | don't care about medals forged with the enemy's bronze, not even as historical relics.
My grandfather, a Knight of Vittorio Veneto, was Italian, in the army that attacked our city. This is
why his medals are forged in Austrian bronze, and it was felt necessary to point this out. Then the
conqueror married the conquered, but he had to throw the medals in the cellar because, after all, my
grandmother wasn't the type to not say what she thought.

The dissolution of multiculturalism and multilingualism was not something the Austrian monarchy
wanted. My grandmother, in a school essay about the war, which strangely didn't result in her
expulsion, said that the Savoy kings fulfilled their ambition to conquer these lands by taking our city.
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The sentence wasn't marked, the notebook wasn't torn up; there was a check, there was a correction,
obviously, for an incorrect tense, and nothing else. So, a teacher who accepted this opinion. However,
it was clearly the opinion of a conquered woman, albeit a young girl. But it evidently reflected the
soul and feelings of her family.

The defining characteristic of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, of which the city was a part, was the
unity of all its communities, without legislative or social differences of any kind, at least until each
linguistic community began to awaken a nationalist spirit within itself, opposed to that of the other
communities. The nationalist polarization among the different peoples of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire marked its end and effectively sanctioned the birth of linguistic and ethnic divisions between
communities.

The uninterrupted influx of Italians from the end of the First World War, when Austro-Hungarian
citizens, Italians, were forced to flee their territory on charges of Austrianism - espionage for Austria
- to the present day has profoundly altered social structures and relationships between citizens, not
only between the Italian and Slovenian linguistic communities, but also between the Italian and
Slovenian linguistic communities. There has been a gradual shift from a situation of mutual aid and
collaboration, typical of the Habsburg period, which persisted until after the Second World War, to a
heightened individualism, characterized by critical attitudes toward others, poorly tolerated and
judged inadequate from every perspective: social, linguistic, cultural, value- based, and educational,
but not religious, given that they all adhered to the same Christian — Catholic - faith.

The nationalist policies of the Kingdom of Italy and, subsequently, the Fascist regime emerge as
one of the most traumatic factors for the Slovenian minority. Forced Italianization represented one of
the most impactful processes in the construction of the "us" and "them" distinctions, as it introduced
an ideological divide that overlapped with ethnic and linguistic affiliation. The political and cultural
indoctrination of the fascist period imposed the exclusive use of Italian, generating a sense of cultural
eradication and pushing many Slovenians to assimilate to avoid conflict with the majority. Some
decided to abandon their language, name, and culture to declare themselves Italian, while others faced
social and political pressure that led them to perceive themselves as a linguistic minority. This process
helped create a deep rift between communities, fueling polarized thinking that continued to influence
interethnic relations in the decades that followed.

Immediately, therefore, with the annexation to Italy, the perception spread that there were citizens
different in language and culture, though not in history, identified as the Slovenian minority, who
needed to be homogenized under the only possible civilization, the Italian one, to which everyone had
to declare their belonging. Those who did not do so, even before the arrival of fascism, faced greater
difficulties in obtaining financial, educational, and housing assistance. Then, with the advent of
Mussolini, the situation worsened into even greater problems for the Slovenian community. Slovenian
schools, cultural centers, and libraries were closed, and a law was imposed on speaking Slovenian in
public. Extreme economic and social pressure was maintained on the Slovenian population to
Italianize their names and surnames, although no legal obligation to do so was ever enacted. There
were, however, cases of Slovenes, members of the minority, who found their surnames changed by
order of the prefect, without even being informed (informal conversation with Igor, a 54-year-old
minority politician). The goal was to Italianize the area, which had a strong Slovene presence, wiping
out its culture, historical memory, language, and documented traces. This situation fostered a sense
of resentment and hatred toward the Italian community, which continued to grow until after the
Second World War, generating the polarized social divide that has only recently begun to narrow.

The erasure of the various languages was intended to continue the process of Italianization, but it
clashed with the iron will of the linguistic minorities - Slovenes and Friulians - to resist, thanks to
their sense of identity, rooted in the land where they, unlike the new Italians arriving from the rest of
the peninsula, had lived for centuries. Once again, resilience in the face of adversity was
overwhelming.

The region’'s multilingual heritage, therefore, began to decline as the Germans left, and Friulian
and Slovenian were boycotted by the fascist regime, in the name of exclusive learning of the Italian
language, although they never completely disappeared. Initially, the forced Italianization process took
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root mainly among Italian-speaking people, who gradually abandoned the use of other languages, but
not among Slovenians and Friulians. Language proved to be a very strong identity factor, maintaining
awareness of one's own culture as distinct from others.

Interview with Giorgina, a 66-year-old Italian public institution press officer.

The fascist imposition of a ban on the use of other languages was a huge cultural loss. It was a
brainwashing of the entire population because even my parents, who had a medium-high education
because my father was the manager of the hospital's chemical analysis laboratory, were unable to
escape this ideology that imposed the exclusive use of Italian and conditioned you to believe that, if
you spoke in public, for example, in Slovenian, you would have problems. So, from having trilingual
families we have moved on to monolingual families.

However, the process of Slovenian assimilation also began when some decided, pushed by the
regime, to avoid incurring problems of various kinds and to be able to find work, to abandon their
own language, name and culture, declaring themselves to be Italian in all respects.

Interview with Rafel, a 57-year-old journalist from the Slovenian minority.
There was the phenomenon between the two wars of assimilation to Italian culture whereby some
Slovenians they chose the city life of the Italian bourgeoisie over that of the Slovenian countryside.

The wounds of the Second World War and the post-war period

The outbreak of World War Il led to the deportation of many non-ltalian citizens to fascist
concentration camps in Italy, such as Gonars (UD) and the one on the Croatian island of Rab, where
they were tortured or killed. These events, along with the subsequent deportations of Italians to the
foibas during the final years of World War Il and the immediate post-war period, remain indelible
memories, which form the foundation of the entire process of community polarization.

Interview with Paola, 37-year-old secretary of the Slovenian minorities.

I don't know if we talked much about the history of our city at school. It was mostly about the
Slovenian minority and what it suffered, especially during the Second World War. They talked to us
about the deportees. My grandparents talked about the people deported here from SA (an exclusively
Slovenian district of the city during the Second World War), and so did my dad. They were just as
insane. Just as the Jewish Holocaust happened, the way it was presented to us, both at home and at
school, the situation was the same for Slovenians. It's basically the same as what happened here, with
the deported minority populations. Here, it's rare for a family to have someone deported in the home.

Mutual recrimination is still active, and there appears to be no viable way to resolve them. The
inconsolable suffering of losing family members or loved ones, coupled with the perception of the
injustice experienced, are feelings too intense to be forgotten or even minimized. Even in this case,
however, the trend is toward a slow and progressive distancing of the new generations from
excessively heated mutual recriminations and hatreds, which are giving way to a coexistence based
once again on frequenting common places and engaging in collaborative activities.

The memory of the past, however, has not yet been erased; it lingers in certain families who pass
it on to their children with enough emotional intensity to make it assimilate into the new generations
as well. Therefore, in this case, they tend to take sides, based on their family's cultural heritage. The
memory of fascism is, therefore, still alive. When Mussolini visited Gorizia in 1938, as a martyred
city of the First World War, he made it the target of his nationalist propaganda, which targeted all
non-Italians. On that occasion, for example, all citizens, including Jews, were forced to participate in
the parade and official speech in the city's main square, to support his nationalist ideas. Subsequently,
however, on September 10, 1943, following the collapse of the Fascist regime in Italy, the same city
was annexed by the Third Reich. Shortly thereafter, on November 23, the entire Jewish community
of 500 people was deported to Auschwitz, including the youngest citizen deportee, the infant Bruno
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Faber, who was killed at the age of three months and nineteen days. Only two men managed to survive
and return home after the war.

After the fall of fascism and the signing of armistice with the Allies, the situation became
increasingly confused. The territory was, in fact, occupied by the Nazis, who continued, in an even
more serious manner, the policy of uniformity of the territory and population. Fascist concentration
camps such as that of Gonars (Udine) began to be managed by the Germans, who used them as sorting
centers for the concentration camps, where all those considered enemies of the regime were deported,
regardless of their religious beliefs. The oppression suffered throughout this period only fueled hatred
and resentment toward Germans and Italians among the indigenous Slavic populations, which
culminated in revenge whenever the opportunity arose. The informal lesson that emerged from this
sad moment was that one could no longer trust those different from oneself, a concept that
underpinned the polarized thinking that divides one from another, a concept extremely difficult to
eradicate. The city's Jewish community no longer exists, although memories of its past presence linger
around the Jewish ghetto, active from 1698 to 1797. The site includes the home of the Jewish
glottologist Graziadio Isaia Ascoli and the synagogue, which began operating as an oratory in 1699
and has now been renovated by the municipality as a museum and cultural center, hosting events but
no longer used as a place of worship. During the Habsburg period, the city was known as the “little
Jerusalem on the Isonzo” due to the presence of many high-level Jewish writers and scholars, but in 1969 the
Jewish community, of Ashkenazi rite, ceased to be active.

Unlike the Jews of the other territories of the Austrian Empire, who were loyal to the ruling house,
the Jews of the city almost all adhered to the Italian ideas of the Risorgimento, participating in
irredentist circles, together with the secular and liberal bourgeoisie of the city, by which they were
soon Many Jews from the area also held high positions within the Italian army itself. This relationship
continued until the promulgation of the racial laws in 1938, when the collaborative relations were
terminated and the Jews deported.

The Second World War thus represented a profound watershed in the city's collective memory,
introducing a level of violence and suffering that indelibly marked subsequent generations.
Deportations, vendettas, reprisals, and tensions between Italians and Slovenians fueled a climate of
fear that was transmitted within families and affected interethnic relations for decades. Narratives of
the war remain divergent, rooted in painful family experiences that continue to influence how
communities perceive one another. Memories linked to the Second World War constitute a deeply
painful and polarizing core of events. The narratives include deportations to fascist concentration
camps (Gonars, Rab); Nazi violence; postwar Yugoslav revenge; foibas; and intra-community
persecution between "white" Catholic Slovenians and “red” Communists.

The other great totalitarianism of the 20th century, communism, although to a lesser extent, still
retains some theoretical and philosophical foundations in the historical vision of events in the area
studied. This political vision has created a dual polarization: the first ethno-linguistic between
majority and minority, and the second internal to the two ethnic groups. Indeed, both within the
majority and the minority, there are supporters and detractors of the communist regime who
consolidate their ideological views by considering, to support their positions, different or even similar
historical facts, but offering divergent interpretations.

The Second World War thus represented a profound watershed in the city's collective memory,
introducing a level of violence and suffering that indelibly marked subsequent generations.
Deportations, vendettas, reprisals, and tensions between Italians and Slovenians fueled a climate of
fear that was transmitted within families and affected interethnic relations for decades. Narratives of
the war remain divergent, rooted in painful family experiences that continue to influence how
communities perceive one another. Memories linked to the Second World War constitute a highly
painful and polarizing core of events. The narratives include deportations to fascist concentration
camps (Gonars, Rab); Nazi violence; postwar Yugoslav revenge; foibas; and intra-community
persecution between "white" Catholic Slovenians and “red” Communists.

With the fall of fascism, the situation turned to the detriment of the Italians.
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Interview with Pierpaolo, a 75-year-old former Italian teacher and Istrian exile.

“In 1943, when September 8th came around, the armistice was declared and, in a sense, Italy as
an institution collapsed; whether fascist or not, it collapsed, and that’s where everything began.
Naturally, since they had offended the Slovenes and Croats, the latter took revenge, to put it very
simply. Then, here in our city, the first to arrive — to ‘liberate’ it — were the domobranci, the Slovene
Home Guard, a collaborationist militia under German command.”

The end of World War 11 marked the beginning of the forty-day occupation of the city by Tito,
which Marshal Tito wanted to include among the territories annexed to Yugoslavia. It was a period
of further ethnic tensions, this time in reverse, with Italians deported and then killed in the foibas.
This issue remains deeply divisive and unresolved in the collective memory of the city, both among
Italians and among the Catholic Slovenes, on the White side, who were massacred like the Italians
because they were considered enemies of the communist Yugoslav state.

Interview with Gianna, an 88-year-old former Italian midwife.

The so-called Titoists occupied Gorizia for forty days, wreaking havoc, wreaking havoc. We lived
on Via A., in Isaia Ascoli's building. We even had our own apartment in 1945. | was ten years old,
and | remember everything. The Guardia di Finanza barrack was there, and the boys were there, the
finance police. When the Titoists entered, the first thing they did was come and take away all the
finance officers at 5:00 PM. They entered in the afternoon and took away all the boys, who were then
killed, thrown into sinkholes.

Interview with Francesco, a 56-year-old Italian television journalist.

I'm working to uncover one of the major problems we have in this city: our blessed foibas victims.
Truth be told, for every lItalian thrown into the foiba, there are on average ten Slovenians, twenty
Croats, and thirty Serbs. Josip Broz Tito, from May 1st to July 25th, August 1st, because the carnage
lasted three months, gave orders to his three deputies - Rankovic, Dilas, and Kardelj Glas - | never
remember the last one, | always mistake him as plenipotentiaries for Slovenia. Kardelj, Rankovic, and
Dilas for Serbia, Rankovic for Croatia, Kardelj for Slovenia - to clear out all political enemies. This
was confirmed to me by Pirjevec (a contemporary historian of the Slovenian minorities of Trieste,
specialized in the History of Eastern Europe and the Balkans). Yugoslavia turned into an open-air
slaughterhouse. They killed everyone at the back, at the top, on the left, six or seven thousand Italians.
And these, in my opinion, are the most reliable numbers. But we're talking about one hundred
thousand Slovenians versus seven thousand Italians.

Let's start by saying that we are all in the foibas, let's start by saying that the foibas, which is a generic
thing, is not a small Italian tragedy, but an enormous European tragedy.

On November 2nd, the Feast of the Dead, go to the Trnovo Forest and see where the candles are.
Because the people of Trnovo good people, know where the dead are underground, in the holes. And
since our people are there and they put candles for everyone, and then we call them ours there too,
what does "our" mean and what does "theirs" mean? Because a thirty-year-old farmer from Trnovo
who was thrown into the sinkhole was an Italian citizen, born in Italy, educated in Italy, and served in
the military in Italy. His name was Stoico Boikovic, and his first language was Slovenian, but he also
spoke perfect Italian. They caught him because he was Catholic, because he had served in the military
with Italy, or maybe because he had married the woman the commander of the local 1X Corpus liked,
and they threw him into a hole. Was he Italian, or Slovenian? | went down this year with a Slovenian
speleologist.

We went down into a sinkhole, showed him the things we found, and when | asked him, “Excuse
me, were there Italians or Slovenians in here?” he replied, “I’d say human beings.” And he's been
searching all his life. We all know where the foibas are, we gave him the paperwork. The new places
are there.

Tito's persecution, including of his own countrymen, already during the conflict sparked a division
between White-Catholic and Red-pro-Communist Slovenes, which resulted in persecution and
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killings by the latter of the former. This intra-ethnic polarization persists, albeit to a lesser extent,
even today. Observing this phenomenon from the outside, one can see that, in this case, belonging to
the same ethnicity, culture, and language were not enough to ensure unity between the two factions,
divided along political and religious lines, no longer merely polarized but radicalized. Actual crimes
were perpetrated against their own countrymen, motivated by the political ideology of protecting
communism and the power of the Catholic Church.

The other great totalitarianism of the 20th century, communism, although to a lesser extent, still
retains some theoretical and philosophical foundations in the historical vision of events that occurred
in the area studied.

Compared to this political vision, dual polarization has developed: the first ethno-linguistic between
majority and minority, and the second internal to the two ethnic groups.

Indeed, both within the majority and the minority, there are supporters and detractors of the
communist regime who consolidate their ideological views by considering, to support their positions,
different or even similar historical facts, but offering divergent interpretations. Memories are often
transmitted with strong emotional charge, generating informal learning, even during historical
conferences or in the rare instances of interethnic dialogue on this specific topic, which reinforce
polarized thinking in both communities: we are the victims, they are the executioners.

The 1947 border and the symbolic division of the territory

The drawing of the border in 1947 shattered a social fabric that had until then maintained continuity,
disrupting family, economic, and emotional relationships. The separation affected not only urban
space but also identities, which were redefined in relation to a border that had suddenly become
impassable. Memories of that period evoke a sense of profound loss and disorientation. The creation
of the border between Italy and Yugoslavia in 1947 is perceived as a traumatic event that divided
families, communities, and identities. Testimonies describe: the complete closure of the border; the
perception of isolation; the stigmatization of Slovenians who remained in Italy as traitors; the
economic disparity between the two sides of the border; and smuggling as a form of cross- border
solidarity.

The border remained closed until 1955, when a special type of permit, the Propustnica (a type of
movement pass used at the time), was introduced to allow crossing. It was issued primarily by the
Yugoslav authorities to Italian-Yugoslav residents within ten kilometers of the border, allowing them
to shop and reunite with relatives. This introduction followed the so-called Broom Sunday, May 13,
1955, the day when Yugoslavs gathered at the border and forced the blockade to return to their old
town, which remained in Italy, to buy essential supplies, including brooms made of sorghum, which
were unavailable there, hence the day's name. In this case, the lesson learned by the people involved
is that organizing themselves in a cohesive way to meet a primary need (food, water, necessities) can
generate very strong social changes. Furthermore, it allowed us to experience that the border is only
a line on the ground and can be overcome, by the will to help each other, at least until that line on the
ground is also marked in the way of thinking.

Interview with Paola, 37-year-old secretary of the Slovenian minorities.

It was the population, however, who started Broom Sunday, in short, they made it clear that people
wanted to see each other, to be together.

The creation of the border also created a physical, emotional, social, and cultural rift between the
Slovenes of Yugoslavia and the Slovene minorities in Italy, which gradually deepened. The lesson
learned is that material tools such as military barracks on the border, barriers, wire fences, and passes
fostered a sense of border, which was then supported by the differing political ideologies that
characterized both sides.
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Interview with Rjan, a 47-year-old Slovenian minority politician.

But it's a very strong and depressing psychological aspect, that is, negative for us minorities, in the
sense that we lived through the years in Yugoslavia, and later in Slovenia, but especially in
Yugoslavia, when we were seen as traitorous Slovenians who remained in Italy, whether some chose
to stay or simply stayed because they found a home. Because we had a car that was different from the
Jugo 45, and even if it was a small machine, it was still Western. Sure, we had coffee, we were free
to move. So, in any case, we were not welcome, and here, in Italy, you don't accept us because we
are Slovenians and therefore pro-Yugoslav. This was very difficult.

The Italian-Yugoslav border, although less rigid than the one between East and West Berlin,
effectively represented the division between the Western and Communist worlds. What made this
border less inflexible was the smuggling activity that took place immediately after its establishment.
It was precisely smuggling, a form of assistance to relatives and friends in Yugoslavia, that kept alive
a bond of affection and solidarity, one that prevented the establishment of a Communist regime,
completely closed to Italian and Western influence.

Interview with Peter, a 47-year-old high school computer science teacher from the Slovenian minority

There was a period right before the border was closed when these confessionals were being talked
about, where people would go and talk about what they were doing and what they were smuggling.
There was a term called sférzati, which isn't Slovenian; | think it's of German origin, meaning to carry
something on one's person. Let's call it this practice of carrying anything without declaring it. The
Slovenian police turned a blind eye, in my opinion; they were aware, and they were also quite lenient,
more so than one might think. It was like that because, in my opinion, they were ordinary people like
us, who were aware of the problems of the population.

Helping others was a very powerful form of informal learning because it allowed us to overcome
fears and legislative impediments, generating, instead, a bond of emotional closeness and solidarity.
However, for years after Slovenia's entry into Europe, Italians had, equally, a certain fear of crossing
the border, especially the older generations, who had within them all the historical memory of the war
and post-war events.

Interview with Giorgina, a 66-year-old Italian public institution press officer.

Even back in 2007, my mother-in-law was extremely worried about us going on vacation to Croatia
with our daughters because they might harm us. We tried to make her understand that it was absurd,
but we couldn't.

The history of war did not end, therefore, at the end of the Second World War but continued with
the Cold War, at least until the fall of the Berlin Wall and, probably, until the fall of Yugoslavia in
1991. The climate in the city was not yet relaxed between the members of the two communities at that
time because a certain fear of each other was maintained, instrumentally by politics, because
politically they belonged to opposing sides, due to an extreme generalization of ethnic stereotypes:
Italian-Fascist, Yugoslav-Communist.

Public narratives, symbols and commemorative rituals

The remnants of Italian Slovenian polarization persist, even among young people, the result of
informal learning at home, among peers, and at school. Even symbols and commemorations remain
divisive, though not for everyone.

Alongside family memories, public narratives and symbols present in urban spaces play a crucial
role. Monuments, gravestones, commemorative ceremonies, and toponymy represent memory
devices that stabilize, over time, specific interpretations of the past. Interviewees acknowledge that
these devices are not neutral: they convey often divergent narratives, which reinforce group
affiliations and fuel the perception of an identity gap that is difficult to bridge. Symbols represent one
of the most sensitive areas of community polarization, because they condense memories, wounds, and
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affiliations that often find no space in everyday dialogue. Monuments, toponyms, flags, and public
rituals become sites of conflict, where each community projects its own historical narrative.

A prime example of everyday divergence is offered by toponymy: in Gorizia, street names almost
exclusively recall the First World War, celebrated as a national, Italian victory, while in neighboring
Nova Gorica, street names predominantly refer to the Second World War and the Yugoslav victory.
This symbolic asymmetry highlights, within the urban space itself, the persistence of different and
difficult-to-reconcile memorial frames.

These elements confirm what the literature on cultural memory has highlighted: public symbols do
not simply represent the past but actively contribute to its interpretation and transmission.
Monuments, rituals, and commemorations stabilize competing narratives that reinforce symbolic
boundaries. However, moments of shared commemoration of events dating back to the Second World
War, demonstrating sensitivity and respect for the dead on both sides, have been recognized as
necessary, albeit insufficient, moments for improving intercommunity and cross-border relations.

Interview with Ilario, a 51-year-old Italian Croatian researcher.

Politics is made of symbols, and history is essentially symbolic history. It makes me laugh when,
on one side of the border, some Slovenes say: “Well, the city is a city rebuilt by the fascists. You still
have all those buildings that evoke the fascist truth.” Yes, but I say that even that is part of the city’s
history. It should be valued. On the other side, Italian people, scandalized, come to me saying: “But
look at the houses, no one bothers to erase them, because you can still see, in the right light, the
inscriptions ‘Yugoslavia’, ‘Long live Tito’, on both sides of the border.” But that too is part of history,
for me. The issue of the Tito inscription on Mount Sabotin is also not necessarily something
negative—divisive, yes, but still part of the city’s history. Just as one might disagree with it, just as |
myself do not agree with it ideologically, I don’t see why I should prevent that handful of people from
the Decima Mas from marching with their insignia once a year, nor do | see why | should prevent a
group of elderly partisans from restoring their monuments. Of course, it is a message—Ilet’s be clear—
it is not something neutral; it is something to discuss and talk about. History is, essentially, also
symbol. So, if we reason in this way, we will have to erase everything that bothers us, everything we
disagree with in each historical or historiographical narrative, simply because it doesn’t belong to us.

Focus group with Giorgio, a 56-year-old Italian traffic policeman.

So why do we still have honorary citizenship for Mussolini in our city? Slovenians are proud of
the leader of the Yugoslav Liberation Army, who single-handedly liberated them from Nazism, and
so they placed the Tito inscription on the hill. In my opinion, it's perfectly legitimate. However,
regarding honorary citizenship, I'm not entirely in agreement.

Interview with Igor, a 54-year-old Slovenian minority politician.

The writing Tito on Mount Sabotin makes me nervous too, the white part - Catholic, yes, doesn't
like it for nothing, it bothers us more than it does you, but since you have some crazy people
around, the less you talk, the better.

Official commemorations in local locations, symbolic of the history of the Second World War,
have, however, been viewed positively by both Italians and minorities, though not unanimously and
with slight variations by age group. Younger people rate them as less significant, at least for them.
Joint commemorations, such as that of the Italian and Slovenian presidents Mattarella and Pahor at
the Basovizza Foiba (sinkhole), are perceived as tools for reconciliation, although their impact is
limited by the age of the target population.

Interview with Alex, a 62-year-old agricultural trader from the Slovenian minority.

Mattarella and Pahor at the Foiba di B. can help to better understand the territory and its historical
problems, probably for ordinary people yes, for extremists no, it didn't go well for either our left-wing
or right-wing extremists. Our left-wingers are still pointing their finger at Pahor as a traitor, for having
done so.
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Interview with Igor, a 54-year-old Slovenian minority politician.

The importance of Mattarella and Pahor in B... | went too, and we bowed both before the foiba
and the tomb of the three partisans. The president of the Red Slovenians Association didn't bow. She
was strongly criticized, even by the Slovenians.

Interview with Beatrice, a 25-year-old Italian university student.

Pahor and Mattarella in B., personally, didn't, let's say, touch me that much. | thought this image
was right, but it went a bit unnoticed because they are symbolic gestures, and I no longer need that
symbolic gesture. | think I've moved on in processing my thoughts. But | believe that at the same
time, for those segments of the population in which the word "foiba™ triggers anger, sadness, and
misunderstanding, it's certainly essential that two great institutions of these two states find peace,
obviously. And thus, send signals of peace and continuation, of moving forward, of evolution. So, |
think it makes sense for them to happen, perhaps not for me, but for other people, certainly.

One step forward to reducing polarization would be to find new common symbols in which identify
everyone.

Interview with Alvise, a 78-year-old retired Italian truck driver.

The Italian army had definitively withdrawn in 1964. However, | don't remember if the "Viva
I'ltalia” (an Italian patriotic slogan) sign on the mountain where the barracks were located had already
faded. So, when Slovenia joined Europe, | said to someone | know, but why do they keep cleaning
up over there and clearing away the writing Nas Tito (our Tito) and we don't? | said, on one side we
write Italy, on the other they write Slovenia and we put Europe in the center, it doesn't get any better
than that.

Interview with Francesco, a 56-year-old Italian television journalist.

The best way is to share the pain. | had proposed: let's transform the R. park into a city park, a
Memorial Park for all of us, let's put up a statue of a Slovenian, Loize Bratus, the most suitable. Poor
guy, his only crime was playing in church. But if we must make everyone who sings in church, in
Slovenian, drink machine oil with broken glass, | see it as tough. Let's take a person deported to
concentration camps by the Germans, who could be the mother of the Jewish philosopher
Michelstaedter or his sister, and let's take a victim of a foiba, with any name, and put them there.
There are six hundred citizens who were thrown into the foiba, or even more, and let's put them
there. One next to the other, and we share a symbol. Let's remove that disgrace of the second
monument to the foiba victims, that disgrace that U. made, but do you realize we have two monuments
to the foiba victims? And one with a dedicated phrase. With commendable effort, the association of
the Foiba victims had found the names to erect the first monument, because there's always controversy
surrounding this Foiba victim thing. The lists were poorly compiled, but they were still poorly
compiled in '45, because how were they compiled? The relatives of these missing people asked the
Americans for a list of the missing, but many people returned, and it wasn't like they were going to
say, "I returned because | had other problems.” The lists were somehow solidified as they were in '45;
when they ended up in the lapidary The association of relatives of those killed in the sinkholes, led
by S., a normal, reasonable person, did a job. They correctly identified, probably because he did a
serious job, another two or three hundred names. So, what was the idea? Put them in the existing
memorial stone, since the architect Paolo Caccia Dominione, a truly great architect who designed this
project, had foreseen that more names could be added. There's a gap that seems to have been made
on purpose. Let's change a gravestone, add the names underneath, and, taking this opportunity, change
the incorrect names, remove them. They're duplicate names, with first and last names reversed. Let's
cut these names, and that's how we solved the problem. U. wanted to start a political battle because
he wanted to run for mayor or something else. He said, "I want to build a monument with an
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abomination." I wrote to him, "You're crazy." S. from the deportees' association, who is responsible,
said, "But | won't let you write this stuff.” The monument is like this, and it stays like that. Just add
the names and that's it. So, since U. wanted his monument, with his phrase "he built his own
monument,” he promised the mayor a package of extreme nationalist votes for his election campaign.
The mayor needed to collect as many votes as possible, so he took them and then paid the price by
having to grant permission for the construction of the second monument.

This latest interview demonstrates with extreme intensity how the mix of political games, historical
memory, and the associated popular suffering are a mixture of factors harmful to unity and are,
instead, a vehicle for discord and polarization, difficult to heal.

Divergent historical narratives and symbolic conflicts

The previous testimonies describe historical events in a similar way, regardless of the ethnic
background of the interviewees. Below, however, we will highlight the aspects that generate tension
and division between the parties, who are nevertheless aware of the underlying problem that keeps
them active. Among the factors generating discord is the teaching of history, which has been a highly
divisive element, still not free from ideological exploitation by both political parties. Depending on
who's dealing with the issues, the interpretation is aimed at confirming one's own interpretation,
omitting information that might call it into question. This is the element that still fuels the polarized
thinking of individual citizens who then tend to side with one side or the other, without being able to
effectively dialogue with one another. What remains irreconcilable positions on: foibas, deportations;
liberation of the city; role of the partisans; public symbols (the inscription "TITO," honorary
citizenship for Mussolini); official commemorations.

Focus group with Albina, a 75-year-old former Slovenian minority interpreter for the Province of
Gorizia

History is still divisive. I've always been struck by a phrase an old partisan from Gorizia used, and
it's somewhat true even with what's happening today, with other wars: "Until old people like me die,
nothing will be done." Because each of these people carried the story of their own family, and if the
family has had deaths, losses, they don't forget, they can't forget, they carry these burdens.

One of the most divisive topics, capable of generating a double polarization both between linguistic
majority and minority both within the two factions, is the narrative of the foibas.

Interview with Francesco, a 56-year-old Italian television journalist.

When the war ends, there are no more friends or enemies. So, let's explain to the DG that just
because someone fought against the Social Republic, you can't kill them at the end of the war; you
can't do that. It simply can't be done. Of course, it's a crime, it's called murder. The partisans were on
the right side, fascism was on the wrong side, Nazism was the wrong side, and then there were the
men of the resistance, and the resistance was made up of many things. It was made up of Paola del
Din and the Osovani®. I'm a member of the Osoppo Partisans' association*, but | wouldn't join the
ANPI because the Garibaldi-Natisone did other things, but not all Garibaldians were like that; there
were plenty of good Garibaldians. Let's remember that the foibas in our city were committed by the
Garibaldi-Natisone partisans; they were the ones who went to get people.

! The Osovani were members of the Osoppo Brigade, an ltalian partisan formation created in 1944 in the Friuli—
Venezia Giulia region. Composed of Catholic, liberal, and socialist anti-fascists, the brigade operated autonomously from
Yugoslav partisan command and focused on protecting the Italian civilian population in the borderlands. Their activity
combined military resistance against Nazi-Fascist forces with the defense of local communities in an area marked by
ethnic and political tensions.
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Interview with Patrick, a 48-year-old Italian sociologist and video maker.

The foibas happened, there's no denying it, but they're exploiting Remembrance Day for political
and propaganda purposes. When you say these people died only because they were Italian, you're
manipulating history for purely political, electoral reasons, and you're also distorting and insulting
those who died. They didn't die because they were Italian; they died because they were colluding with
fascists, or relatives of fascists, or fascists. Or it was settling scores. That has nothing to do with being
Italian; they were informers who accused other people so they could take over the camps of those
arrested, and it was Italians who did it, not even Slovenians who did this. It's a mess we can't get out
of. When M. brought up this idea of Remembrance Day to counter Remembrance Day, we were
equating two thousand people with six million, and it's not true that it's not a question of numbers. It's
a question of numbers, because otherwise you wouldn't tell me every time there were twenty thousand
victims of the foibas when there were two thousand, from two thousand to five thousand confirmed,
no more. This whole thing has no historical basis, it's all hearsay.

Interview with Cecilja, 47-year-old administrative secretary of the Slovenian minorities.

The lack of acceptance between the two factions, Italian and Slovenian, of the past, let's say what's
missing is an act of conscience, even on the part of the Italian government, of Italy itself, for what
was done to the Slovenians. This is not the case, as if it were just the way it was. Instead, what's so
much insistent now is the foiba massacres. Well, they happened, not at the level they say, but it's
something that happened. What's missing is that Germany admitted its guilt, Italy didn't. This, in
short, is something that's missing not only on a political level, but also on a moral level - this
admission of guilt, this lack of apology. These are serious things that happened here. On the one hand,
we need to move forward and not dwell on the past and carry them in our hearts, that's true. But on
the other hand, they happened, and we can't pretend it didn't happen.

The lack of clear, reliable, and shared historical information, even among members of the same
faction, regarding the period of the Second World War and the post-war period emerged clearly
during the interviews, when the question of who liberated the city at the end of the Second World
War was answered in different ways.

Interview with Luca, a 64-year-old Italian public administrator.

The first patrol to enter the city was New Zealander. The partisans had nothing to do with it,
because there had been prior agreements that Tito was supposed to enter first, but the New
Zealanders had already entered. Because there's a photo of two New Zealanders taking a picture, and
they entered calmly, without fighting, and then, if I'm not mistaken, they were killed or something
along those lines, near the Gorizia airport. Because they weren't supposed to enter first, but they took
the wrong turn, and they didn't know the city was already free. So, this is the true story told by the
locals at the time, not the one written in books.

Interview with Pierpaolo, a 75-year-old former teacher and Istrian exile.

The Domobranci (Slovene Home Guard) arrived and opened fire with machine guns on those
houses, thinking they were partisans, and they were the first to enter. And besides the Domobranci,
there were also Chetniks, Serbs who called themselves their liberators, but they weren't liberators.
Then came Tito's partisans, and then the Anglo-Americans, and finally the Italians. Who liberated it?

Interview with Patrick, a 48-year-old Italian sociologist and video maker.

At the end of World War I, the city was liberated by a mix of local and Tito's partisans. They
waited for Tito's troops because they had a stronghold there. Also, because, for example, my
Slovenian grandfather, who was in the Garibaldi Brigade, didn't have the strength to descend on the
city en masse. Also, because, when the time came, the Germans left and left the Ustasha (a Croatian
ultranationalist and fascist movement). The defense of the cotton mill, the four dead we go to
commemorate every year, are workers who barricaded themselves inside because the Nazis told the
Ustasha - were they Ustasha? Yes, they said go and do whatever the fuck you want! | mean, free for
all to see.
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Interview with Edoardo, a 61-year-old Italian public administrator.

The Germans had already left. It's no coincidence that April 25th, the day of Milan's liberation, is
celebrated as the day of liberation throughout Italy. As you know, this wasn't the case, because
May 1st marked the beginning of the forty days of Tito's occupation. The New Zealanders reached
as far as L. (a southwest neighborhood of the city) because Tito was an ally.

Interview with Giorgina, a 66-year-old Italian administrative spokesperson.

Gorizia was liberated by the great Allied coalition: first the Yugoslavs, then the Americans, with
the support of two different partisan organizations in the war of liberation, the two different partisan
organizations of the Reds and the Whites.

Citizens feel the need for historical clarity, but an effective tool to achieve it has yet to be found.
To address this conflicting knowledge of history, it would therefore be desirable, as previously
mentioned, to develop a new pedagogy of history based on reliable, documented, and shared sources,
free from partisan speculation. This topic was not addressed in the 2025 study because it was outside
the scope of the research, but it could become a topic to explore further, at a European level, to address
the polarization between member states, fostering greater mutual understanding through a new vision
of history. This vision should no longer be approached simply as a narrative of war events, with their
respective leaders and kings, but should become a tool for developing everyone’s historical
consciousness as the foundation of their sense of personal identity, in dialogue with those who are
different from themselves.

Interview with Francesco, a 56-year-old Italian television journalist.

The pedagogy of history is fundamental. The main problem underlying many conflicts is the
persistence of memory, which, among other things, is specific to Slavic peoples. A distinction must
be made between history and memory. Memories cannot be shared. Memories are always personal,
and therefore we must understand that every community, every family has its own memory and that
you cannot change it, but as my friend Gianni Oliva (an Italian historian and politician) says, it is
possible to have an accepted memory. When we teach history, we should approach it by seeking the
ultimate truth, without compromising on the idea that the three great totalitarianisms of the twentieth
century - Nazism, Fascism, and Communism - came here to annoy us. Before these people came
along, we were fine, at peace. Nazis, fascists, and communists did the same things with different shirts.

Informal Learning Processes in Community Practices

One of the most original contributions of the study concerns the role of informal learning in
building and reducing polarization.

Scribner & Cole's (1981) studies offer a fundamental contribution to the understanding of informal
learning as culturally situated processes. Their ethnographic research shows that skills do not emerge
from formal education, but from participation in meaningful social practices, mediated by cultural
tools and rooted in the daily life of communities.

This perspective integrates naturally with the situated learning approach (Lave & Wenger, 1991),
as both models conceive of learning as a relational, contextual, and practice- embedded process.
Specifically, for Scribner & Cole, learning depends on the social function of activities and the cultural
artifacts that mediate them, while for Lave & Wenger, learning occurs through legitimate peripheral
participation in communities of practice, where meanings are co-constructed and negotiated.

When this conceptual framework is interpreted through the lens of collective memory, informal
learning takes on a further dimension. The daily practices described by Scribner & Cole are not only
places for skill acquisition, but also spaces for memory transmission, where narratives, values, and
community identities are consolidated and renewed. In this sense, cultural artifacts function as carriers
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of memory, embodying shared stories, norms, and habits. Participation in community practices thus
becomes a way to engage with a memory heritage that precedes the individual and situates them
within a collective history. Situated learning is intertwined with the construction of identity, since
what is learned is inseparable from who one becomes within the community.

The data show that such learning emerges: in families, through traumatic memories; in everyday
relationships, through stereotypes and symbolic boundaries; in public commemorations, through
identity rituals; and in local media, through polarizing political discourse.

The analysis of the interviews shows that polarization is reproduced not only through explicit
narratives, but also through everyday practices that constitute forms of informal learning. Therefore,
following the situated learning perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991), these practices can be interpreted
as ways in which the community transmits and consolidates its own interpretative frameworks. In this
field of study, knowledge is not an abstract entity transferable between individuals, but a process that
emerges from participation in historically and culturally rooted social practices. Lave and Wenger
show how learning occurs through legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice,
where newcomers acquire shared skills and meanings by interacting with specific people, tools, and
environments, as occurs, for example, in the cultural circles of Slovenian minorities. Legitimate
peripheral participation is the process through which new members of a community of practice begin
to take part in collective activities from positions that are initially marginal but nonetheless
recognized as valid by the community. They engage in tasks that are not yet strategic or crucial for
the group, but that allow them—through observation and interaction with other members—to acquire
the experience that will later enable them to advance within the group’s hierarchy and eventually
assume more central roles.

When this framework is applied to contexts characterized by layered collective memories,
plural identities, or intergenerational community practices, situated learning takes on an additional
meaning. In such contexts, participation in practices not only transmits operational skills, but also
incorporates and renews shared memory repertoires, contributing to the continuity or
transformation of collective memory. Learning becomes a site where belonging, symbolic
boundaries, and identity positioning are negotiated, as meanings emerge from interaction with
narratives, rituals, and community norms. Everyday practices function as memory devices, where
what is learned is inseparable from the way a community remembers, interprets, and transmits its
past. Knowledge is distributed among people, places, and objects that bear the material and
symbolic traces of collective history, thus making learning a process profoundly situated in time
as well as space.

From this perspective, learning therefore means entering a relationship with an ecosystem of
sedimented meanings, contributing to their maintenance or re-elaboration. Situated learning thus
becomes a meeting point between practice, memory, and identity: a process in which individuals
not only acquire skills, but also situate themselves within a shared history, participate in its
reproduction, and sometimes transform its contours.

Interviewees describe everyday incidents - family conversations, comments at commemorations,
discussions in bars, references in local media - that help define what is considered normal, true,
or acceptable within the group.

These processes, often implicitly, play a fundamental role in the reproduction of opposing
narratives and the construction of opposing identities but also, from a positive perspective, in the
development of new interpretative frameworks capable of bringing communities closer together.

Everyday practice - conversations, rituals, local media - convey interpretative frameworks that
have fueled polarization for a long time, but for the past twenty years or so, the phenomenon has
been changing its evolutionary trajectory, gradually diminishing. In recent decades, the city has
seen a gradual rapprochement between communities, fostered by the opening of the border,
cross-border cooperation, and a new generation experiencing urban space without the rigidities
of the past, thanks to the removal of the physical border after Slovenia's accession to Europe in
2004. Reconciliation emerges through small gestures, institutional collaboration, and a growing
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desire to build a shared future. Despite the persistence of traumatic memories, signs of change
are emerging, and, above all, the younger generations are demonstrating greater openness and
flexibility. Indeed, there are variables that seem to naturally favor gradual, slow but steady
reconciliation, such as the passage of time, the removal of the physical border, the organization
of joint cultural events open to both ethnic groups or cross-border events, and the majority's
openness to learning the minority's language.

Also significant were mixed marriages, the greater mental flexibility demonstrated by the
younger generations in accepting those who are different from themselves, and the ever-present
mix of school and sport among young people.

Interview with Alessandro, a 72-year-old Italian former private employee.

A gradual distancing from a historical memory that is still painful for both sides, in short. So,
as we move away from the years not only of the Iron War, but also from the preceding years,
when there was a civil strife that was fratricidal for both sides. Because there were Italians against
Italians and Slovenes against Slovenes, not just Italians, against Slovenes, Slovenes, against
Croats, and so on. Little by little, this is being left behind, and a discomfort remains that will
probably gradually become more contained; | don't know what the future will tell.

My mother risked being killed by the Slovenians, | remember it, | talk about it to my daughters,
but clearly one thing is the first-hand experience, my mother took the fear and hatred towards the
Slovenians to the grave but it is another thing to tell my mother it happened and another thing to tell
my Grandma, it happened. So, these factors will increase less. The dynamics have changed, in short.

Interview with Rjan, a 48-year-old minority politician

Mixed marriages have increased. They used to be rarer in the 1980s. When | was little, they were
very rare.

As a child, all my parents’ friends - who would be like they were when my parents were my age -
were surrounded by friends, all Slovenians, married to Slovenians.

So, if I look at myself now, many of my friends have girlfriends, have Italian partners, husbands,
or wives. Whether they're from the South or not is highly relative. Gorizia has also changed because
of this trend of mixed marriages. Mixed marriages have increased since the 1980s, and now it's
become normal. There will be exceptions, but few.

Interview with Beatrice, a 25-year-old Italian university student

There is also the Mlaj (like the greasy pole, although you don’t climb it). It came to my mind just
now as | was walking through S. A. and | pictured again the moment when they raise the pole. |
personally took part in the Mlaj of other small towns nearby. But | know that many Italians go as
well, because it’s a moment of celebration. A celebration together, with lots of young people and so
on. But there is a meaning beyond just eating and drinking, right? Usually, it takes place around the
eighteenth birthday, so all the eighteen-year-olds work on it, preparing everything, and that is
probably another moment of public gathering. Then, the Carnival of S. truly becomes a moment of
encounter between the Slovene minority community - who carry on this tradition with dedication and
joy - and the Italian community, for whom it is also a shared tradition.

These shared practices demonstrate how participation in community rituals can foster informal
learning oriented toward collaboration, mutual familiarity, and the blurring of symbolic boundaries.
Meanwhile, the impact of schooling appears to be less significant.

Focus group with Anton, a 21-year-old minority college student.

There are ethnic groups, but there hasn't been, or isn't, any sharing, any unity. At school, you're
forced to live together. You're put in a class, so to speak, you're forced to be all together, and you
manage to survive. But outside, as | see it, as | perceive it, there's still this division. I'm of Bosnian
ethnicity, I come from the Balkans, so | hang out with friends there. I'm Slovenian, and | hang out
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with those people. There's no exchange. It's a broader problem, in my opinion, on a global sociological
level: there hasn't been a reunion, a sharing of cultures. We were forced to live together in the same
place, but the culture hasn't been able to, hasn't been sufficiently integrated. It hasn't been integrated
because there are different cultures.

The contemporary city is pervaded by daily practices that demonstrate how communities are
progressively overcoming the fractures of the past. The opening of borders, cross-border cooperation,
and increasing mobility between the two sides have fostered a normalization of relationships, making
increasingly frequent forms of collaboration that would have been unthinkable just a few decades
ago. New generations experience urban space without the symbolic rigidities that characterized the
twentieth century, moving freely between languages, schools, social networks, and cultural
references. Coexistence is not without tensions, but is constructed through daily gestures, individual
choices, and relationships that challenge polarized narratives. The testimonies collected demonstrate
how the city is becoming a laboratory of cross-border coexistence, where, however, the memory of
the past heavily influences real and complete reunification.

Interview with Marina, a 39-year-old psychologist and minority teacher

It should be noted that in my time, elementary school in the 1990s, classes were usually attended
by children from minority families, and there was still little intermingling. Like my mother, who was
Italian, and my father, who was Slovenian, there were few families, and so we were already seen as
strange, because we weren't pure and therefore from purely Slovenian families. When I was in school,
there weren't any purely Italian families, whereas now there are many, and you find them very often.

There are still people who live by the old mold, I don't know, people who are forty-five, not that
old, maybe ten years older than me. It's a mentality that simply can't survive, regardless of Europe,
it's a completely different feeling. I see in the new generations, like my 21-year-old cousin, so in this
age group, these kids are more flexible, or even more open to these exchanges, precisely with kids
from Italian high schools, for example, or from Italian associations. There's greater openness, and |
don't think there's any reason to say | vs. you.

Polarized Thinking as a Dominant Interpretive Mechanism

One of the most significant findings of the research is the emergence of polarized thinking as a
recurring interpretative pattern in the interviewees' narratives. This modality, defined in psychological
literature as a cognitive distortion (Ellis, 1962; Beck, 1976), manifests itself through the tendency to
interpret the past and present in dichotomous and morally absolute terms. Three main forms of
polarized thinking emerge from the interviews.

Unilateral attribution of blame Many
Many interviewees attribute the responsibility for traumatic events exclusively to the other group,
without recognizing the historical complexity or the plurality of experiences.

Construction of opposing moral identities
One's group is portrayed as victimized, morally legitimate, or historically justified, while the other
is represented as an aggressor, a traitor or morally inferior.

Rejection of alternative narratives

Versions of events that do not coincide with the dominant narrative of one's group are perceived as
false, manipulated, or ideologically oriented.

These elements confirm that polarized thinking is not an individual trait, but a product of the
discursive practices and traumatic narratives that characterize the community. It represents a
cognitive and symbolic device that simplifies historical complexity and reinforces identity
boundaries, contributing to the persistence of polarization. The collected narratives demonstrate how
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polarized thinking is a central element in the construction of community polarization. Historical
events, in fact, are often interpreted through dichotomous categories: good vs. bad; victims vs.
executioners; liberators vs. oppressors. This simplification reduces the complexity of the past and
impedes the construction of a more nuanced memory. In this sense, social identity theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979) offers a useful interpretative key: individuals define part of their identity through
membership in social groups, which become sources of value, security, and recognition. The
dichotomies of polarized thinking thus strengthen internal cohesion, presenting one's group as
homogeneous, morally legitimate, and united by a shared destiny. At the same time, the other is
portrayed in opposing terms—aggressor, traitor, morally inferior—generating emotional (reduced
empathy), cognitive (devaluation of their narratives), and moral (reduced recognized legitimacy)
distance. This dual process hardens the boundaries between in-group and out-group, contributing to
the persistence of polarization over time.

The historical field is where polarized thinking finds its greatest expression, as different historical
events are narrated differently, both based on the community to which they belong and the political
current they follow. Conferences on the local history of the twentieth century are themselves a source
of polarization, because the institutions and cultural associations that organize them tend to highlight
those aspects of historical events that confirm and reinforce their own political and cultural
worldview, while minimizing or ridiculing the perspectives of the opposing side and, in some cases,
even revisiting or distorting the facts. This is a bipartisan tendency shared by both groups in conflict.
Such conferences do not contribute to a genuine enrichment of either individual or collective
historical culture and awareness, because the polarized entrenchment in one’s own position prevents
any real understanding of the other side’s reasons, which are perceived as being in bad faith and
unreliable in their presentation of historical facts.

Secondly, those who attend these historical conferences are usually citizens aligned with that
specific political, ideological, or ethnic orientation, and there is rarely any mixing with other segments
of the population. This prevents participants from broadening their knowledge by integrating new
perspectives, also because the communicative style adopted in these events—despite attempts to keep
it as appropriate as possible—inevitably reveals a critique, not even particularly subtle, of the
opposing historical group. This generates feelings of resentment among the few attendees who belong
to that group and, consequently, a sense of closure toward the speakers, who are perceived as
threatening or aggressive.

Overcoming this historical impasse will require time and the development of new operational and
conceptual tools: History Education and the Didactics of History will need to be studied and validated
as instruments capable of countering and preventing community polarization. A decisive step toward
the ability to welcome and understand the other must be the abandonment of one’s own political and
ideological schools of thought when the goal is to genuinely engage in dialogue with those who are
different from oneself.

Interview with Francesco, a 56-year-old Italian television journalist.

We need a historic pact between the Slovenian and Italian communities because there was a
conventio ad excludendum (pact aimed at excluding) that was convenient. The Slovenians were
showered with money, managed it among themselves in a clientelist manner, and we Italians
governed the city. Let’s do this together. L. leaves the party; W. leaves the party - let’s abandon all our
political homes; they need to be left behind because they 're trapped in old frameworks. Let’s walk away from
all that, let’s move beyond it. Let’s try a political experiment, a national one, something that starts from the
bottom, where everyone contributes. Let’s leave the extremists and the old politicians at home - let’s leave
them there with their toys, playing with their little soldiers, fascists against communists, doing their games, or
maybe holding conferences where they insult each other. We lock them in there, and we run a city.

The main 20th-century community processes that have generated forms of informal learning,
in a historical context, concern the historical moments that generated traumatic narratives; the
community practices that favored their transmission; the interpretive frameworks that derive from
them; and the role of polarized thought in their reproduction.
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The following table, although not quantitative, constitutes an interpretative representation of
the theme of History, highlighting which community processes have generated which type of
informal learning, negative or positive, with a view to creating or reducing community
polarization.

HISTORY THEME
COMUNITY PROCESS \ INFORMAL LEARNING
NEGATIVES
Nationalist Kingdom (Italy). Erpergence of the concept of linguistic
minority.
. Assimilation to avoid conflict with the
Social pressures. ..
majority.
Forced Ttalianization. Sense of uprooting from one’s own
culture.
Division into a “good us” and a “bad

Ideological/political indoctrination. them.”

An ideological divide stronger than
ethnic belonging.

Impossibility of trade, relational
Closed physical border. exchange, and a culturally
insurmountable barrier.

Smuggling as a way of maintaining an
emotional cross-border bond.
Ethnocentric closure as a form of

Different values.

East/West economic disparity.

Migrations.

self-protection.
Survival issues. Well-being. Mutual assistance. Individualism.
Politically instrumentalized
Teaching of history. reinterpretations on both sides, and the
need for a pedagogy of history.
Protection of one community over
Partisan political-administrative | another, with associated feelings of
decisions. anger and a protective instinct towards
favoured ones.
POSITIVES
Multiethnic empire. Perception of being equal before the
law.
Perception of territorial unity and of
Fall of the physical border. cultural contact based on free
exchange.
Shared participation in events. Mutual understanding.

Sociopolitical changes linked to the
“Broom Sunday.”
Possibility of work and residence also
across the border.

Popular union.

Economic needs.

The evolution of polarization over time can be more easily understood by transforming the
interviewees' perceptions and the thematic recurrences that emerged from the analysis into a graph
that is not intended to be measurable, but rather to be synthetic and interpretative. It was constructed
based on the perceptions expressed by the interviewees; the thematic recurrences identified in the
coding; the intensity attributed to traumatic memories across generations; and the transformations in
commemorative practices and public narratives. The graph should therefore be interpreted as a
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dynamic conceptual map, consistent with the qualitative design of the research, whose sole purpose
is to provide a clarifying image of the evolution of polarization over time for those unfamiliar with
local history.

The graph provides a visual indication of its evolution over time, broken down by critical events.
The vertices of the broken line represent territorial changes,
changes in jurisdiction and nationality, and trend reversals:

1918: Fall of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but the Gorizia area remains united under the new Kingdom of Italy.

1947: End of World War |1, and the territory is divided first into Zone A and Zone B, under Allied control, and
then nationally, between Italy and Yugoslavia, with the border closed and becoming impassable, at least
legally.

1955: Reopening of the border, followed by a slow decline in the polarization curve, which reached its lowest
point in 2025 with the inauguration of the first cross-border European Capital of Culture, Nova Gorica—
Gorizia.

1991: Slovenian independence.

2004: Slovenia's accession to the European Union; 2025: Nova Gorica—Gorizia co-capital of European culture.

The values are purely indicative and not objective estimates since they serve exclusively to
provide a graphic image that allows us to understand the trend of polarization over time, based
on what was expressed by the participants.

Discussion

It can be concluded that polarization is sustained by a self-reinforcing cycle between traumatic
memories, community practices, and polarized thinking. Traumatic memories define symbolic
boundaries; community practices transmit these boundaries through situated learning; polarized
thinking simplifies complexity and rigidifies affiliations. Polarization, therefore, appears to be a
historical, symbolic, and cognitive process that can only be transformed through multilevel
interventions. What emerged from the research, however, was that while there have been
concrete social, relational, and commercial improvements between the two communities, there is
an urgent need to develop a cross-border methodological, pedagogical, and communicative tool
that allows people to learn to manage historical narratives, dividing them between their own and
others' history and memory. The tool identified for this purpose is the development of the
Pedagogy of History as a field of inquiry distinct from the Didactics of History. The goal of this
field of study should be to foster historical awareness in people, grounded in a historical culture
that allows them to develop their own sense of personal identity, as a natural consequence of the
events that have shaped their homeland. This enables them to understand their complexity and
the interchangeability of the actors involved, with the aim of opening themselves to
interpretations different from their own. The research referenced in this article underscores this
need, although it has not delved into this area of study, which will need to be explored in future
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research. However, although the educational model based on informal learning developed in the
research addressed all eight of the themes that emerged, this article has sought to give space to
the indications emerged specifically regarding the management of polarizing views in the
historical context, with the aim of providing some indications on what has emerged as a factor
capable of bringing the two communities closer together even on such a delicate and
controversial topic as history.

The research findings showed how history is the main modern driver of polarization between
the Italian majority and the Slovenian minority in the case study city. The collected narratives
highlight that the memory of twentieth- century events is not a bygone era, but a living component
of collective identity, capable of influencing perceptions, relationships, and informal learning.
These findings confirm and expand on the findings in the literature on collective memory,
cultural trauma, and affective polarization.

Collective memory and the construction of identity boundaries

The testimonies show how family and community memories constitute a powerful identity-
building device. In line with Halbwachs (1992) and Assmann (2010), memory is not a neutral
archive, but a selective process that responds to the needs of the group. In the case analyzed,
memory defines who belongs to the "us" and who to the "them"; it establishes moral hierarchies
(victims vs. executioners); it guides interpretations of the present as responses to past events; and
it influences intergroup relations.

Italian and Slovenian narratives construct different temporal maps (Zerubavel, 2003), which
rarely overlap. For Italians, the central trauma is that of the foibas and the Yugoslav occupation;
for Slovenians, that of forced Italianization and deportations to fascist camps. Both groups
perceive themselves as injured parties, confirming the tendency towards competitive
victimization typical of post-conflict contexts.

Cultural Trauma and Intergenerational Transmission

Data clearly demonstrate that the traumatic events of the twentieth century have been
internalized as cultural traumas (Alexander et al., 2004), collective wounds that continue to be
reworked and transmitted across generations, albeit with a partial reduction in their emotional
impact. Family narratives, often charged with emotion, nevertheless constitute a privileged
channel for the transmission of trauma, especially in families who have directly experienced
deportation, violence, or loss. Intergenerational transmission produces informal learning that
reinforces polarized thinking, characterized by distrust of the other group, the perception of
unacknowledged injustice, the need to protect one's identity, and a dichotomous interpretation of
historical events. These learnings are embedded in everyday life and influence intercommunal
relations even in the absence of current conflict.

Affective polarization and divergent historical narratives

The results confirm the presence of a strong affective polarization (lyengar & Westwood,
2015), which manifests itself not only on a political level, but also on a historical and identity
level. Divergent narratives of twentieth-century events fuel negative emotions toward the out-
group and strengthen the internal cohesion of the in-group. Public commemaorations, monuments,
and territorial symbols thus become identity markers, tools for legitimizing one's memory, and,
simultaneously, objects of symbolic conflict.

The inscription "TITO"™ on Mount Sabotin above the city, the maintenance of honorary
citizenship for Mussolini, the monuments to the foiba victims, and the partisan celebrations are
perceived in opposing ways by the two communities, confirming that history is not just a set of
facts, but a symbolic battlefield.

The political exploitation of revisited historical memories for electoral purposes, based on the
interests to be protected, turns historical issues into veritable minefields, filled with mutual
accusations, failure to recognize the motivations of others, and speculation about the intentions
of the opposing side.
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Polarized Thinking and Dichotomous Simplification

The collected narratives demonstrate how polarized thinking (Ellis, 1962; Beck, 1976) is a central
element in building community polarization. Historical events are often interpreted through
dichotomous categories: good vs. bad; victims vs. executioners; liberators vs. oppressors.

This simplification reduces the complexity of the past and prevents the construction of a more
nuanced memory. Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) helps us understand how such
dichotomies strengthen internal group cohesion and foster distance from others.

Social ldentity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) offers a key interpretative framework for
understanding how communities process the past, through dichotomous patterns that fuel polarization.
According to this approach, individuals construct a significant part of their identity through
membership in groups, which provide interpretative categories useful for organizing social reality.
This membership is not merely descriptive but takes on a normative and evaluative function: the
group becomes the primary reference for defining what is right, legitimate, and morally acceptable.

The theory identifies three fundamental processes - categorization, identification, and social
comparison - which, when applied to historical memory, contribute to the production of polarized
narratives. Categorization simplifies the complexity of the past through clear-cut oppositions ("us"
vs. "them"), while identification with the group makes such narratives emotionally charged, as the
collective history is internalized as part of the self. Finally, social comparison guides the
reinterpretation of the past in a way that preserves a positive image of one's own group, often by
selecting or emphasizing episodes that confirm its moral superiority or its position as a victim.

These psychological mechanisms find fertile ground in the dynamics of collective memory, as
theorized by Halbwachs, Assmann, and Zerubavel. Halbwachs (1950) emphasizes how memory is
not an individual process, but a socially situated phenomenon: groups define what must be
remembered and what can be forgotten, orienting the perception of the past according to the identity
needs of the present. Assmann (1992) distinguishes between communicative memory and cultural
memory, showing how the latter—institutionalized, ritualized, transmitted through symbols and
narratives—contributes to stabilizing dichotomous representations of historical events over time.
Finally, Zerubavel (1996) highlights how social groups construct "temporal maps" that select and
organize events to reinforce symbolic boundaries and affiliations, transforming the past into a
repertoire of meanings useful for defining collective identity.

The integration of Social Identity Theory and studies on collective memory thus allows us to
understand how polarized narratives not simple cognitive distortions are, but social devices that
function to foster internal group cohesion. The moral dichotomies that emerge in historical
narratives—good vs. bad, victims vs. executioners, liberators vs. oppressors—respond to profound
identity needs: they simplify the complexity of the past, protect the group's positive image, and help
maintain clear symbolic boundaries between "us" and "them." In this sense, polarization is not a side
effect of memory, but one of its structural modes of functioning.

Furthermore, the integration of the cognitive theory of polarized thinking and Cultural Trauma
Theory (Alexander, 2004) allows us to understand both the dichotomous structure of thought and the
reasons for its persistence. This type of integration allows us to understand not only how dichotomous
thinking is structured, but above all why it continues to organize perceptions and narratives in border
communities.

Cognitive theory shows that the human mind tends to reduce complexity through binary categories
and oppositional schemas, which in ambivalent contexts like Gorizia offer a reassuring interpretive
shortcut. Cultural Trauma Theory, on the other hand, clarifies how these schemas are progressively
saturated with emotional and historical content, through processes of public narration,
institutionalization of trauma, and intergenerational transmission of memory. When a cognitive
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predisposition to categorization encounters consolidated traumatic narratives, the dichotomy no longer
remains a simple mental device: it becomes an identity lens resistant to change, emotionally charged
and socially reinforced. This integrated perspective helps explain why, in the corpus of research,
History remains the only domain and still completely polarized. Informal learning fosters practices
of rapprochement in the context of mutual social knowledge, in the development of a more nuanced
sense of family identity capable of opening to the other party's families, in a more understanding and
tolerant personal attitude, as well as in a more polite and respectful communication style. However,
traumatic memories continue to fuel deeply rooted dichotomous patterns, which keep the us/them
distinction alive even in a present characterized by increasingly cooperative daily relationships.

Cognitive theory, therefore, explains how dichotomy arises, showing that the human mind tends,
spontaneously, to simplify complexity through binary categories; organize experience into
oppositional patterns (us/them, victim/perpetrator, right/wrong); and finally, establish symbolic
boundaries to orient oneself in the social world. This tendency is not pathological: it is a basic
cognitive mechanism that allows us to reduce ambiguity and give coherence to experiences.

In a border context like Gorizia, where identities are historically stratified and ambivalent, the
dichotomy becomes a reassuring cognitive shortcut.

Cognitive theory, therefore, explains the form of the dichotomy, while Cultural Trauma Theory
(Alexander) explains why the dichotomy persists. It shows that when a community experiences
collective trauma, it constructs public narratives that define who is the victim and who is responsible,
institutionalizes these narratives through rituals, commemorations, and political discourse, and
transmits them to subsequent generations as part of the collective identity. Integrating the two
perspectives clarifies the complete mechanism. In other words, Cognitive Theory explains the form of
the dichotomy, while Cultural Trauma Theory explains its strength and longevity.

When cultural trauma is grafted onto a natural cognitive tendency toward binary categorization, the
dichotomy isn't just a way of thinking; it becomes a way of feeling, remembering, and belonging. The
cognitive structure (us/them) is filled with emotional and historical content (victims/perpetrators),
making the dichotomy resistant to change, emotionally charged, socially reinforced, and transmitted
intergenerationally.

In the case of Gorizia, the opposing memories of the twentieth century - the exodus, the foibas,
fascism, the resistance, border violence - have become stable interpretative frameworks, which
continue to influence the perception of the other group even when current social conditions are much
more. In the body of research, all themes show signs of reconciliation, except History. This occurs
precisely because informal learning and community processes foster rapprochement, but traumatic
memory maintains active dichotomous patterns, and these patterns are cognitively economic and
culturally reinforced. Theoretical integration therefore allows us to explain why History remains the
only polarizing theme, while the others show evolutionary, conciliatory trajectories.

The role of informal learning

In the case analyzed, informal learning emerges: in families, through the transmission of traumatic
memories; in schools, through divergent historical narratives, subsequently brought back to one's
family and friends; in everyday relationships, through stereotypes and symbolic boundaries; in public
commemorations, through rituals that reinforce opposing identities; and in local media, through
polarizing political discourse. This learning contributes to maintaining polarized thinking but can also
foster processes of reconciliation when it occurs in contexts of positive contact (Allport, 1973) and
cross-border collaboration, which, however, must be specifically designed and organized.

The research has highlighted many of the situations that favored multiethnic contact during the
Austro-Hungarian Empire, such as freely carrying out work together or attending schools common
activities, working collectively, working in the fields, and participating in church and parish activities,
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are simply no longer available or have drastically diminished, effectively reducing the opportunity for
informal learning that would further reduce residual polarization. For this reason, the research
discussed in this article has developed an educational model that involves organizing a mixed after-
school program where both polarized communities, as well as the diverse ethnic communities living
in the city, can find a shared space and time for shared activities, coordinated by specialized
educational staff, with the aim of creating cohesive and inclusive groups. The entire model will not
be discussed in detail because it is beyond the scope of this article; however, we would like to outline
the experiences recounted by the interviewees that led to its development, for example, highlighting
the elements that favor reducing polarization.

Despite the persistence of traumatic memories, signs of change have emerged. The greater openness
and flexibility displayed by younger generations has also developed through participation in popular,
shared events that have strong ties to their local area.

Shared cultural events, such as Mlaj or Carnival, have become spaces for encounters and mixed
participation. These shared practices demonstrate how participation in community rituals can generate
informal learning, oriented towards collaboration, mutual familiarity, and the blurring of symbolic
boundaries.

The pedagogical proposal that emerged from the research is based on the idea that any intervention
aimed at reducing polarization must act simultaneously at the level of historical narratives, which
provide interpretive frameworks, community practices, which transmit these frameworks through
situated learning, and cognitive schemas, particularly polarized thinking, which simplifies complexity
and rigidifies affiliations. This resulted in a pedagogical proposal in the form of a blended and
multilevel educational model, aimed at transforming interpretive frameworks and promoting learning
methods capable of fostering complexity, plurality, and dialogue. The proposal is based on three main
theoretical axes: Situated Learning (Lave & Wenger), Cultural Trauma Theory (Alexander et al.),
and the cognitive theory of polarized thinking as cognitive distortion.

Communities learn, in fact, through participation in social practices. To change interpretative
frameworks, it is necessary to intervene in the practices themselves, creating contexts in which it is
possible to learn new ways of interpreting the past and present. Traumatic narratives, however, cannot
simply be corrected or replaced: they must be recognized, elaborated, and integrated into forms of
plural memory. Pedagogy must therefore foster processes of mutual recognition and shared
reworking. Finally, polarized thinking is not an individual trait, but a product of community practices.
Pedagogy must also promote cognitive and symbolic tools that allow us to overcome rigid dichotomies
and access more complex interpretations.

The overall goal of the educational model was to promote interpretative complexity, countering
dichotomous simplifications; to foster a plurality of narratives, integrating diverse memories without
denying them; to create shared learning spaces where community practices can be rethought; to
reduce the symbolic distance between groups through activities that foster mutual recognition; and to
develop critical skills, useful for deconstructing polarized thinking.

The model's intended audience includes middle and high schools and educational institutions;
cultural and civic associations; intergenerational groups; local communities involved in public
memory processes; and municipal administrations interested in rethinking commemorative practices.
The model can be adapted to different contexts, while maintaining its core principles: plurality,
complexity, dialogue, and mutual recognition. However, its implementation may be lengthy, and it
may be difficult to maintain on an ongoing basis, requiring strong institutional support and
encountering resistance from those groups most closely tied to traumatic narratives.

Instead, keeping the focus exclusively on the historical component, as it is still critical, although
research has not addressed the topic in detail, the components of a new educational model, to be
developed to resolve differences of historical opinion, should move in the direction of developing a
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plural memory, through truly mixed workshops, referring to the mixed historical study groups
conceived by A. Langer (1995). These are guided courses in which intergenerational and interethnic
groups work together on: family narratives; historical documents; oral testimonies; and public
symbols and rituals.

The goal would not be to achieve a single narrative, but to recognize the legitimacy and complexity
of multiple memories, for example through a critical analysis of commemorative practices, to delve
deeper into the meaning of monuments, the forms of public rituals, and the implicit messages of
commemorations.

This analysis would make symbolic boundaries visible and allow us to imagine more inclusive
forms of public memory, simultaneously educating about complexity and deconstructing polarized
thinking. We would work in a participatory manner to recognize rigid dichotomies, analyze their
historical and symbolic origins, and develop cognitive tools to overcome them, through multiple
perspective exercises; analysis of complex historical cases; cross-narratives; and guided reflections
on moral categories.

Such a participatory system requires specifically created spaces for community dialogue, where
trained mediators can facilitate the sharing of experiences and the comparison of narratives and
counter-narratives, thus explore ambivalences and build new forms of mutual recognition.

The proposal to develop a new Pedagogy of History, outlined in this article, does not intend to
offer an immediate solution to community polarization, but rather an educational path capable of
gradually transforming the interpretative frameworks that sustain it, acting on narratives, practices,
and cognitive patterns, in order to create the conditions for a more dialogical, complex, and
inclusive coexistence.

Conclusions

The testimonies collected demonstrate how the history of the city of Gorizia is marked by
fractures that do not end with major political events, but are embedded in families, languages,
and everyday memories. The end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire forced Italianization, the
violence of the Second World War, the partition of 1947, and the conflicting narratives that
ensued have produced a complex legacy, made up of contradictions, repressions, and wounds
that continue to influence the way people perceive themselves and others. The community
polarization between the Italian majority and the Slovenian minorities arose from two major
critical events - the two world wars - and has continued to stratify, through a sequence of processes
that have progressively transformed a multilingual and multicultural city into a space traversed
by symbolic and material boundaries.

At the same time, ethnographic material highlights how the city is undergoing a profound
transformation. The opening of the border, cross-border cooperation, and shared daily life have
enabled a normalization of relations unthinkable just a few decades ago, to the point of enabling the
joint candidacy of the two neighboring cities of Nova Gorica and Gorizia for European Capital of
Culture 2025, which ultimately led to their winning the title.

Conflicting historical memories, however, have not disappeared; rather, they have simply been
complemented by daily practices of dialogue. The recognition of the suffering of others, the
awareness that different narratives exist, and the ability to listen to them without feeling threatened
emerge as central elements of a process of reconciliation that is not linear, but is built through
ordinary gestures, personal relationships, and institutional collaborations.

For many young people, the border is no longer a point of division, but a nearly invisible element
of urban geography, crossed as if from one neighborhood to another of the same city. This city,
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however, is effectively spread across two states, even though it is experienced as a single space, no
longer as two separate worlds. Indeed, the new cross-border generations have grown up speaking
English as their common language, which has allowed them to avoid attaching a rigid identity value
to their respective languages. The increase in Italian enrollments in schools of the Slovene minority
in Italy, where Slovene is the primary language of instruction, indicates a renewed willingness to
approach the culture and language of the other ethnic group, to overcome old divisions.

The city thus appears as a laboratory of coexistence where the past is not denied, but rather
attempts are made to rework it, albeit without significant results, even though the path to historical
reconciliation has been undertaken. Contradictions, wounds, and divergent memories do not impede
the construction of a shared future; on the contrary, they become part of a journey that allows us
to imagine new forms of community. In this sense, coexistence is not the result of overcoming
differences but of their integration into a common horizon, where the plurality of histories becomes
a resource, not an obstacle. In this regard, research has highlighted the need to develop a tool that
can effectively manage historical divergences, through interventions that address the root causes
of the problem—in other words, that allow us to approach history in a balanced and respectful
manner. This tool is the Pedagogy of History, a new line of study that focuses on developing an
educational approach aimed at telling history with the goal of fostering the growth of a culture and,
therefore, a historical consciousness as the basis for a solid sense of personal identity, capable of
accepting that the complexity of documented events can impact the various populations involved
differently, who will have specific and potentially divergent memories of them. This topic was
not addressed in the study to which this article refers because it was outside the scope of the research,
but at the same time, it laid the foundation for its development in future studies. It emerged, in fact,
that people, although not yet capable of addressing controversial historical issues in a coherent and
collaborative manner, would like to engage with their counterparts on these very topics but lack
the methods, space, or tools to do so.

In the research discussed in this article, the findings were shared with participants in the form of
a roundtable discussion, with the researcher serving as speaker and moderator. This discussion
explored the findings in greater depth, particularly regarding the topic of history, which was the
most controversial and divisive. Entire excerpts of interviews were shared, from both sides,
addressing the suffering experienced because of the war. This format allowed, for the first time since
the end of World War 11, the two opposing sides to sit down at a table and listen to each other's
memories in a balanced and respectful manner. In this regard, we present an excerpt from an
interview with a Slovenian minority woman who participated.

Marina, a 39-year-old psychologist and teacher of Slovenian minorities

I wanted to thank you once again for the wonderful Saturday morning. I could have listened for
hours. It was all very interesting. It was very interesting to understand how the research was
structured and how the collected data was used. As you said, we need to start with the facts, from
things that can be studied scientifically, respecting both the historical, official memory and the
sometimes more powerful memory linked to family memories. It was very stimulating to see how
thoughts and feelings, tied to a territory, can evolve over time, but above all, what all this brings,
both good and bad (learning). You were able to bring together (metaphorically and literally) so
many different points of view, all on the same level. For me, it was an enriching morning. We need
to be able to compare ourselves much more in this way! Even comparing generations. Understanding
what older generations have gone through and what we are experiencing Daniela's example, when
she recounted how her father or grandfather didn't want to go to Germany, perhaps tied to the memory
of German uniforms, doesn't speak to us of hatred, but of a post-traumatic situation, of trauma,
something entirely different! | felt you handled everything very professionally and seeing how our
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testimonies were used was a great reward/reminder for us! It was important! Within minority circles,
people probably don't talk to each other this way. Not in such a calm manner, with active listening.
Leaders very often impose policies and visions tied to their own point of view and don't consider
whether the younger generations feel different. It doesn't always lead to dialogue. Perhaps your role
as "director" of the discussion also allowed the discussion to be more cooperative.

Research has shown that community polarization is neither a contingent nor exclusively political
phenomenon, but the result of a complex intertwining of traumatic memories, competing historical
narratives, community practices, and shared cognitive patterns.

Qualitative analysis of the interviews highlighted that the persistence of polarization is supported
by informal learning processes, rooted in the community's daily life, through which interpretative
frameworks are transmitted that define belonging, symbolic boundaries, and perceptions of others, in
a historical context, where polarized thinking is the dominant interpretative mechanism. Although
defined in psychological literature as an individual cognitive distortion, in the analyzed context it
takes on a subsequent collective dimension: it emerges within the individual, as a product of the
traumatic narratives and discursive practices that characterize the community, and is learned through
participation in social practices, in line with situated learning theory. This reinterpretation allows us
to understand polarization not only as a conflict between groups but as a shared way of interpreting
the world, which simplifies historical complexity and rigidifies affiliations.

The research also highlighted the central role of family memories and public memory devices -
monuments, rituals, commemorations - in the construction and transmission of opposing narratives.
These devices not only represent the past, but actively contribute to its interpretation, reinforcing
symbolic boundaries and fueling the distance between groups. The triangulation of memory, learning,
and cognition further demonstrated how polarization is a self-reinforcing process, sustained by
dynamics that operate simultaneously on the symbolic, social, and cognitive levels.

Based on these findings, the research proposes a multilevel educational model aimed at
transforming the interpretative frameworks that sustain polarization. The model integrates three
dimensions: the promotion of plural and dialogical memory; the critical reworking of community
practices; and the deconstruction of polarized thought, through cognitive and symbolic tools geared
toward managing social complexity. This proposal does not aim to offer immediate solutions, but
rather to outline an educational path capable of fostering more inclusive, dialogical, and informed
forms of coexistence.

The research has some limitations, primarily related to the qualitative nature of the sample and the
specificity of the context analyzed. However, the depth of the narratives collected, and the richness
of the practices observed suggest that the developed interpretative model could provide a basis for
comparative studies in other contexts characterized by traumatic memories and community divisions.
Further research could explore the model's applicability in different contexts, evaluate the
effectiveness of the pedagogical proposals, and explore the role of younger generations in the
transformation of historical. In conclusion, the study showed that community polarization is not an
inevitable fate, but a process that can be understood, analyzed and transformed through interventions
targeted educational programs, capable of addressing the narratives, practices, and interpretive
frameworks that underpin it. Research has found that community polarization is the result of an
intertwining of traumatic memories, conflicting narratives, community practices, and shar Despite
the limitations indicated, the study offers a contribution to understanding and addressing
polarization in contexts marked by historical conflict, indicating a viable development path in the
design of a new European model of Pedagogy of History.
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