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Abstract 

In a time of globalization and multiculturalism, the discourses on migration and social issues 

have become increasingly focused on culture. Although cultural changes are considered an 

important part of integration processes, there is uncertainty about what these changes 

actually are, and how they come about. The purpose of this study is to examine how migrants 

define and experience culture and cultural changes, and how they construct these changes. 

Starting from an elaborated version of Ann Swidler’s concept of culture as a toolkit, and 

through interviews with 19 people who have migrated to Sweden, the study shows that people 

experience culture as permeating all aspects of their life, intimately linked to their social 

lives. They also actively use culture as a tool to negotiate between cultural preservation, and 

integration into a new society. In the process of cultural changes, culture is both the subject 

of change, and the method for their construction.  

Keywords: culture, cultural change, migration, globalization, culture as a toolkit.  
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1. Introduction 
This chapter presents the background and main problem of this thesis, as well as its purpose 

and research questions. It ends with a presentation of the disposition of the thesis. 

1.1 Background 

This thesis is a study of cultural changes after migration. Through interviews with 19 people 

who have migrated to Sweden, it seeks to examine people’s experiences of how their cultures 

have changed after their migration, and their own roles in these changes. But why is this 

worth studying? This chapter is an attempt to answer that question. First, it gives a brief 

description of the context of migration and culture in Sweden, explaining what the main 

problem is: that culture is increasingly discussed as a crucial element of societal issues linked 

with migration, and that the solutions to these issues are often framed in terms of the need for 

cultural changes; however, both ‘culture’ and ‘cultural changes’ remain elusive and vague 

terms, and there is much uncertainty regarding the processes of cultural change deemed 

necessary. Further, there is a brief contextualization of the study of culture and cultural 

changes within sociology (which is elaborated in Chapter 3. Theory). The section ends with a 

motivation of migration as an appropriate choice for the study of cultural changes.  

1.1.1 Migration and culture in Sweden 

 

It must be clear which rules apply in Sweden and which the values are that 

should permeate our society. Work and self-sufficiency are the rule. Those 

who do their duty can also demand their right. Sweden is a modern and free 

country where justice, equality and gender equality are central values. This 

is the result of decades of struggle, and we must take it forwards, we will 

never back down. 

Stefan Löfvén, Prime Minister of Sweden1 

At the same time Sweden and the Swedish society are not unconditional 

communities. We live in a country with many different political and 

religious perceptions. Where people with different origins, professions, 

interests and identities live together. Society rests however on foundational 

values for how we should behave against one another. It is an important 

                                                 
1 Translated from Swedish. The quote is from a debate article in the Swedish newspaper Aftonbladet, written by 

Löfvén himself (2016). Löfvén is the Party Leader for the Swedish Social Democrats. 
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part of what keeps us together. For a long time we have neglected keeping 

the discussion on our Swedish values alive. We have taken them for granted.  

Anna Kinberg Batra, leader of the opposition2 

It is important that we show the people who come to our country and who 

are going to live here permanently what they must relate to and what they 

must adapt to, so far we have not done that.  

Jimmie Åkesson, leader of Sweden’s third most 

popular party3 

These statements, from the leaders of Sweden’s three largest political parties, are examples of 

the discourse on migration in Swedish society. They reflect a growing trend within this 

discourse: a focus on values, adaptation, and other factors connected to culture. As migration 

to Sweden has reached new record levels over the past few years, and mainly been from non-

Western countries4, discussions about migration and integration politics have become 

increasingly concerned with culture. These discussions are framed by a larger context of 

globalization and increasing political polarization, and are often suspended between different 

poles of extremism, where the traditional left- and right-wing dichotomy now also features 

radical Islamism. There has also been an increase of post-colonial thought, both in academics 

and society at large. In the melting pot of all of these movements, greater emphasis has been 

put on culture as a crucial key to answering the important questions of our times. The societal 

issues associated with migration have mainly been ascribed to “cultural differences” and 

defined as “cultural clashes”. Thus, the debates have centred around rights and obligations of 

cultural preservation versus adaptation. Overly simplified, there have been two camps on 

either side of this debate: one arguing that migrants have the right to preserve and express 

their “own” culture and that the movement towards a more multicultural society is a good 

                                                 
2 Translated from Swedish. The quote is from a debate article in the Swedish newspaper Svenska Dagbladet, 

written by Kinberg Batra and her fellow party member Andreas Norlén (2016). Kinberg Batra is the Party 

Leader of the Moderate Party.  
3 Translated from Swedish. The quote is from an interview article in Aftonbladet (Jeppsson & Svensson, 2016). 

Åkesson is the Party Leader of the Sweden Democrats. The ranking is from the Election Authority’s report on 

vote counts for the Swedish general election in 2014, where the Sweden Democrats received almost 13 per cent 

of the votes. In comparison, The Swedish Social Democrats had 31%, and the Moderate Party 23% 

(Valmyndigheten, 2014).  
4 These record levels were reached in 2015, when 134 240 people were registered as migrants in Sweden. Most 

of these migrants were from Syria (Statistiska centralbyrån, 2016).  
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one; and the other arguing the rights of each nation-state to maintain its cultural specificity 

and autonomy, demanding that migrants adapt and assimilate to the majority culture.  

 

Modern democracies around the globe are struggling to build functional, 

integrated, egalitarian nations in the face of social conflicts deemed 

“cultural.” This crisis of culture derives, in part, from the multiplicitous 

and paradoxical meanings of the term. 

As Wade (2011, p. 518) points out, although culture is ascribed a pivotal role in the debates 

on societal issues, the definitions of culture remain unclear. In addition to this, there is also 

much uncertainty and ambiguity connected to the various terms used to describe the 

processes of cultural change that migrants are confronted with and demanded to make: 

assimilation, integration, acculturation and adaptation are but a few, and none of them have 

clear-cut meanings. Thus, in order to conduct successful studies of culture and cultural 

changes connected to migration, especially if these are to guide policies and political and 

social work, sociology must deal with the fundamental problem of definition: what is 

culture, what are cultural changes, and what is their connection to migration? 

1.1.1 Studying culture within sociology 

The study of culture and its role in social and societal structures has been an inherent part of 

sociology since its beginning. Although the trademark of anthropology, studying culture and 

how cultural values and traditions shape and affect people’s social lives has been a salient 

sociological undertaking, with classics such as Weber’s study of the protestant ethic and its 

effects on capitalism (1905), Durkheim’s studies of rituals and the sacred (1912), and 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital (1977). Throughout its history, the interest within 

sociology for culture has led to the development of the subfield of cultural sociology 

(Spillman, 2002). The early inclination towards studying culture, as well as the development 

of an independent subfield for this study, pinpoints that although sociology is the study of the 

social life of humans, culture has been and continues to be seen within the discipline as a 

fundamental and crucial aspect of this life, and many sociological studies have revolved 

around the impact of cultural structures on social ones.  

1.1.2 Studying cultural change 

However, cultural sociology has not only focused on rigid cultural structures but also, and 

perhaps more, on the changing nature of culture and the reasons for and effects of these 

changes. As a discipline emerging in and out of changing times, sociology is inherently 
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concerned with shifts in values, actions and structures. Weber’s study from 1905 focused on 

how religion changed values and how this lead to changes in the economic actions of people 

over time; and although not specifically focused on culture, Durkheim’s classic The Division 

of Labour in Society (1893) has the very mechanisms of societal change as its starting point. 

In fact, for the sociologist whose theory is the main guideline for this thesis, culture and its 

construction and use is best studied in what she calls unsettled lives (Swidler, 1986) – times 

of change and uncertainty, in which the normally taken-for-granted fundaments of culture 

become actualized and subject to conscious construction. The heightened awareness of 

culture in these unsettled lives make them more easily discernible, and ripe for study.  

1.1.3 Studying migration as a form of unsettled life  

One form of unsettled life is migration, a specific form of movement in which people uproot 

their lives and move to another country, where the confrontations with another culture (or 

several other cultures) accentuates their own. The special importance afforded to culture in 

relation to migration, as outlined above, makes it an especially salient area of research for 

studies of culture and cultural change. The rise of migration and societal issues ascribed to it, 

as well as the many debates surrounding it, also make it an area of great relevance and 

interest for society at large.  

1.2 Purpose and questions 

In summary, the starting point for this thesis is that culture plays a paramount role in the 

construction of our social lives, and that times of change is a fruitful opportunity for studying 

the construction of culture. Using migration as an example of change, defined here as 

unsettled lives, and focusing on how it affects culture, the aim of the study is to find the 

mechanisms of cultural construction taking place during this change. More specifically, the 

purpose of this thesis is to examine the specific ways in which migration changes culture, and 

how these changes are carried out by migrating people, in order to find patterns of cultural 

construction. 

The study focuses on people’s own experiences of cultural change connected to migration, 

and because culture is such an ambiguous concept, the first research question is partially 

aimed at examining how people define it; it is also designed to separate changes due to 

migration from changes occurring for other reasons. The second question focuses on cultural 

changes, zooming in on concrete experiences of it. The third question, finally, is connected to 

people’s roles in the construction of cultural questions.  Thus, the research questions are: 
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1. Which changes in people’s lives do they define as cultural changes, and which of these 

do they see as a result of migration? 

2. How do these cultural changes manifest themselves in people’s everyday lives? 

3. What do people think of their own agency in the construction of these changes? 

1.3 Disposition 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter provides a background for this study, giving a Swedish context for migration 

and culture discourses and briefly presenting the reasons for studying culture and cultural 

change in relation to migration. Purpose and research questions are also presented, as well as 

the disposition of the thesis. 

Chapter 2: Previous research 

In this chapter, previous research in the field of migration and culture studies is presented and 

discussed in relation to the purpose of this study. The presentation focuses on how the 

previous research defines culture, how cultural changes are studied, and what the research 

results are. It also contains a discussion of problematic elements of the previous research, and 

its implications for this study. 

Chapter 3: Theory 

This chapter is a presentation of the theoretical framework for this study. It starts with a brief 

overview of the subfield of Cultural Sociology, exemplified with the basic theoretical 

premises of Jeffrey Alexander. The theoretical starting point, Ann Swidler’s culture as a 

toolkit, is explored and elaborated with Lisa Wade’s additions. Finally, these three are 

merged and discussed in terms of their implications for this thesis. 

Chapter 4: Method 

This chapter is an account of the qualitative methodological approach, and the specific form 

used for this thesis, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. It also provides information 

on the sample and sampling process, the data gathering and analysis, as well as a discussion 

of considerations and limitations of the method used. 

Chapter 5: Results 

The results of the data gathering and analysis are presented here, in thematic sections. The 

presentation revolves around definitions of culture and cultural change, and how these shape 

the occurrences of cultural change and the respondents’ agency in the construction of these. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

This chapter starts with a summary of the results, formulating them as answers to the research 

questions. It also includes discussion of the results in relation to the previous research, the 

theory, and the method. Finally, there is a discussion on the implications of this study for 

further research and practice.   
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2. Previous Research 

This chapter contains a presentation of previous and relevant research within the field of 

culture and migration research. It also includes a discussion of problematic elements of the 

previous research, and its implications for this thesis. Finally, the most important points of 

the presentation and discussion are summarized. 

2.1 Introduction 

The presentation of the previous research is structured around three main themes: (1) how 

‘culture’ is defined in the research; (2) how people’s experiences of cultural change is 

studied; (3) and the implications of these two factors for the results. These themes are 

inspired by the research questions, with the first two themes connecting to all three research 

questions, and the third theme providing a base for the discussion of implications of the 

previous research for this study. The studies that constitute the previous research are 

presented according to their relevance for the themes, not chronologically, so no study is 

rendered in depth or detail. First, however, there is a general description of the previous 

research.  

2.2 Presentation of previous research 

With the exception of Skinner's classic study of Mossi society from 1960, all of the previous 

research presented here is from the last three decades, with the majority from the last one. 

Some of the research is sociological (or within social science in general), some is 

anthropological, and some exceeds the bounds of the two disciplines and combines them 

through ethnography. Some research touches upon the fields of economy and business studies 

(Jöns, Froese, & Pak, 2007; Moskal, 2011; Parzer & Kwok, 2013; Sit, Mak, & Neill, 2017; 

Skinner, 1960; Wang, 2016), and some is directed towards health and medicine (Jinnah & 

Lowe, 2015; Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016; Mishra, Kusuma, & Babu, 2013). The common 

focus for all of the studies is cultural change. Most studies put this change in relation to 

migration, mainly international, although a few concern domestic movement such as rural-to-

urban moves, or focus on constantly migrating groups (Daniel, 2015; Johnsdotter & Essén, 

2016; Lamphere, 2007; Mishra et al., 2013; Otto, 2013; Pirani, 2016). Two of the studies, 

however, are on cultural changes within non-moving groups, mainly brought about by outside 

influences  (Pirani, 2016; Tsai & Zhou, 2015). Some of the migrants in the samples have 

lived in their host country for a long time (Sun's 2014 study of aging migrants being the most 

prominent example), whereas others have recently arrived (such as the recently resettled 

refugees in Wachter, Heffron, Snyder, Nsonwu, & Busch-Armendariz, 2016); some are 

second- or third-generation immigrants, meaning they have not actually experienced 
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migration (Hyndman-Rizk, 2016 and Van Kerckem, Van de Putte, Stevens, & J, 2014 among 

others). Finally, with the exceptions of Inglehart & Baker's (2000) and Machida's (2012) 

respective studies, all of the studies focus on either specific cultural communities, or specific 

instances of culture, ranging from immaterial phenomena such as values or behaviors, to 

material expressions of culture such as food or music. This brings us to the first theme of this 

presentation: definitions of culture. 

2.2.1 Definitions of culture 

In some of the studies, culture is defined and discussed explicitly, in terms of its meanings, 

qualities and effects. Daniel uses the concept of cultural models from cognitive anthropology 

to study changes in child-rearing beliefs; these models are underlying understandings of the 

world, gained through experiences and shared by a group, aiding them in their dealings with 

the world (2015, pp. 952-3). A similar definition, used by Jöns et al. (2007), is Hofstede’s 

“collective programming of the mind” (2001, p. 9, emphasis added). Another definition can 

be found in Otto’s study of discursive changes on Papua New Guinea, where culture is 

constricted to traditions, which are defined as a resource (2013, p. 429). Yet another 

definition from the anthropological tradition is found in Machida’s two-sited study of child-

rearing (2012), which uses Geertz’s paradigmatic classification of culture as a “historically 

transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions 

expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop 

their knowledge about and attitudes toward life” (1973, p. 89). Further definitions are more 

inclined towards a sociological framework. Gillespie, studying the habits of TV-watching 

among Punjabi youth in London, states that she studies “cultures of consumption rather than 

expressive culture” (1995, p. 4, emphasis added), making a clear distinction between different 

types of culture, which are more linked to social habits. In the intersectional approach of 

Pearce & Sokoloff’s study, cultural heritage is seen as one of several affective factors on 

people’s experiences of domestic violence (2013, p. 786, emphasis added), and takes the 

form of “beliefs, ideas and habits” (2013, p. 790). Hoang (2016) connects cultural change to 

social capital. This concept is closely linked to Bourdieu (explored in his iconic work Outline 

of a Theory of Practice from 1977 among others), whose theories on cultural capital are 

elaborated and placed in the context of migration by Erel (2010). Finally, the studies of 

Parzer & Kwok (2013) and Pirani (2016) respectively, use Swidler's (1986) concept of 

culture as a toolkit (see chapter 3. Theory below). In summary, most of the research uses the 

anthropological value-oriented definition of culture. The sociological ones use definitions 
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more inclined towards links between culture and social life, but in many of them, values are 

still the predominant function of culture. 

Although all of the studies naturally have a theoretical starting point, not all of define culture 

clearly or explicitly. Instead, culture is defined implicitly by a demarcation to specific choices 

of topic. The two most common definitions articulated in this fashion are culture as 

community, that is, as a demarcation to specific cultural groups, and cultural expression, 

meaning a focus on specific behaviors or artefacts deemed as cultural. A third definition, 

which does not stand on its own but is rather incorporated in or expressed through the first 

two, is that of culture as a cognitive factor, simultaneously constituting and expressing 

values, ideals, and attitudes. The following section explains and exemplifies these definitions.  

2.2.1.1 Culture as community  

Much of the previous research is centred around specific groups, defined as cultural.5 

Gillespie (1995) writes about Punjabi youth in London, and Wachter et al. (2016) study 

Congolese women, whereas “Arabic-speaking migrants” and “the Lebanese diaspora” are 

focused by Renzaho, McCabe, & Sainsbury (2011) and Hyndman-Rizk (2016) respectively. 

Turkish and Kurdish migrants are studied in Germany and Britain (Erel, 2010) as well as in 

Belgium (Van Kerckem et al., 2014), and Somalian women are studied in Johannesburg and 

Nairobi (Jinnah & Lowe, 2015). The only native Europeans studied are Polish migrants to 

Scotland (Moskal, 2011). Several of the studies focus on people living in, or migrants from, 

Southeast Asia, such as elderly Taiwanese (Sun, 2014), Korean acquisitions to German 

companies (Jöns et al., 2007), Taiwanese and Chinese female students (Tsai & Zhou, 2015), 

Vietnamese migrants in Taiwan (Hoang, 2016), and Chinese families in USA (Qin, 2006). 

Lamphere (2007) studies Navajo in different US cities, Skinner (1960) studies Mossi society, 

and Mishra et al. (2013) study a migrant tribe in India. Others place their studies in specific 

locations and study one or several migrant groups there, such as so-called gateway cities in 

USA (Pearce & Sokoloff, 2013) or the city of Manus on Papua New Guinea (Otto, 2013), or 

perform a comparative study of the same cultural group in different locations, such as Reese 

(2002) who studies Mexicans in Mexico and the US. Some, finally, have a more general 

                                                 
5 Sometimes the definition is more inclined to, or touches upon, ethnicity, but this is often used interchangeably 

with culture, or at least has the same implications in practice. It is important to note here as well that sometimes 

the definition of a group is based on nationality or country of origin, which is not always a correct marker of 

cultural belonging as countries can be multicultural or have isolated minorities. For the sake of simplicity, all 

community demarcations are referred to as cultural (except for the ones explicitly defined as religious, as 

described in the text).  
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demarcation, but still place culture within communities: Daniel, 2015, Johnsdotter & Essén, 

2016, Kulu & Milewski, 2007, and Wang, 2016, all define their samples simply as 

“migrants” (or a corresponding term), not restricting it to a specific cultural group but rather 

to specific issues and expressions of culture (as described below). However, as these issues 

and expressions usually only concern certain groups, these studies still become restricted to 

specific cultural groups in practice.  

There are three instances of culture defined as community worth special mention. First, 

Ebaugh & Chafetz (1999) and Possamai & Possamai-Inesedy (2007) focus their studies on 

religious groups, thus mixing and to some extent equating culture with religion. This 

definition relies on a view of culture as (mainly) providing values (explored more in detail 

below in the section on culture as a cognitive factor). It also shows the flexible and somewhat 

arbitrary task of defining culture, as it can be placed as the common guiding entity within a 

homogenous group consisting of people from several different cultures, thus demonstrating 

the several operative levels of culture, and the fact that it can often be found wherever it is 

looked for. Secondly, as Renzaho et al. (2011) show, culture can be defined as language,6 

which is why “Arabic-speaking migrants” can be sampled as one community, despite the fact 

that Arabic is one of the most spoken languages in the word,7 and there are several different 

countries and cultures with Arabic as their first language. In this definition, language and its 

mutually affective connections to modes of thought and behavior, become the uniting factor 

within a group. Finally, some (such as Daniel, 2015; Kulu & Milewski, 2007; Moskal, 2011; 

Pearce & Sokoloff, 2013; Qin, 2006; Reese, 2002; Renzaho et al., 2011; and Sun, 2014) place 

communal culture within families, and regard changes in these families as changes in the 

culture and community to which they belong, as well as, reversely, examine changes in 

families that are due to changes in their communities (or a change of community). This 

breaks down cultural communities into their smaller constitutive elements, and shows the 

reciprocal relations between them and the overall community which they constitute. It also 

demonstrates the practice of culture within and through relationships. This final instance is an 

example of culture guiding and being expressed through specific behaviors and ways of life, 

pinpointing the definition of culture explored next: cultural expressions.    

                                                 
6 Of course, language is also an example of cultural expression, as described in the next section. However, 

within the framework of the previous research, its definition is more inclined towards culture as community.  
7 According to Arabic Language and Linguistics, it “is spoken by more than half a billion people around the 

world” (Bassiouney, Katz, & Georgetown University Round Table on Languages and Linguistics, 2012, p. viii).  
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2.2.1.2 Cultural expressions 

By focusing on specific instances of human life, and deeming these as cultural, some of the 

researchers place culture within limited expressions of itself, and in doing so, bind 

occurrences of cultural change to shifts in the ways people perform these expressions of 

culture. These expressions are alternately referred to as cultural practices, behaviors, habits, 

and traditions. Some of them concern major life events, such as marriage (Hyndman-Rizk, 

2016; Lamphere, 2007; Skinner, 1960), or minor events like holidays and other special 

occasions (Otto, 2013). Many studies are about continuous, day-to-day occurrences, such as 

watching TV (Gillespie, 1995), listening to music (Reeves, Gilbert, & Holman, 2015), 

cooking and eating food (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999), spending leisure time (Tsai & Zhou, 

2015), and maintaining health or dealing with illness (Mishra et al., 2013). As mentioned 

above, several of the studies examine families, and in these studies, child-rearing practices 

are of special interest (Daniel, 2015; Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999; Kulu & Milewski, 2007; 

Moskal, 2011; Reese, 2002; Renzaho et al., 2011). Others are even more specified, focusing 

on concrete phenomena such as domestic violence (Pearce & Sokoloff, 2013) or practices of 

female genital mutilation (Jinnah & Lowe, 2015; Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016)8. Parzer & 

Kwok (2013) connect culture to economic and artistic practices, while others connect it to 

political practice (Pirani, 2016), work habits (Wang, 2016) and training in higher education 

(Sit et al., 2017). These are all examples of explicit definitions of cultural expressions; 

several other studies examine culture expressed more elusively through mediums like gossip 

and other forms of social control (Daniel, 2015; Reese, 2002; Van Kerckem et al., 2014). All 

of these practices, as well as the communities outlined in the above section, are referred to or 

explained in terms of the definition of culture explored next: culture as individual and inner 

cognitive processes. 

2.2.1.3 Cognitive culture 

Mainly due to the anthropological (or anthropologically inspired) nature of the previous 

research, many of the definitions of culture put emphasis on values and meaning systems. 

These are also articulated as ideas, beliefs, attitudes, and understandings. The most common 

cultural phenomena they are linked to are family dynamics and child-rearing practices 

(Pearce & Sokoloff, 2013; Reese, 2002; Reeves et al., 2015; Renzaho et al., 2011; Sun, 

                                                 
8 This practice is also the topic for Wade’s article The Politics of Acculturation: Female Genital Cutting and the 

Challenge of Building Multicultural Democracies (2011), which at first was part of the previous research, but 

ended up being used in the Theory chapter instead, where it is described.  
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2014), which are simultaneously guided by and the primal source for the furthering of these 

values and meaning systems. They are also connected to female genital mutilation (Jinnah & 

Lowe, 2015; Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016) and other issues of health and illness (Mishra et al., 

2013). Some define these culturally inspired cognitive processes more in terms of 

preferences, guiding the choices of mundane things like what kind of music to listen to 

(Reeves et al., 2015), but also more life-altering matters such as marriage partners 

(Hyndman-Rizk, 2016). These studies trace cultural changes in the shifting values, 

understandings and attitudes within these specific topics. Finally, some of the research studies 

the connections between culture and emotions, focusing mainly on the emotional reactions to 

cultural changes. These tend to be predominantly described in negative terms, with stress and 

sadness as prevalent results.  

In summary, the most common definitions of culture are culture as community and cultural 

expressions, as well as a third definition interwoven in the first two, namely cognitive culture. 

These definitions are often interwoven with each other, and provide a guide for what is 

explored next: methods and the placement of cultural changes.  

2.2.2 Studying cultural change 

This section briefly describes the methods used in the previous research, and then delves into 

how cultural change is studied, by identifying where it is placed and sought.  

2.2.2.1 Methods and sampling  

An overwhelming majority of the previous research is qualitative, with a heavy inclination 

towards ethnography (Daniel, 2015; Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999; Gillespie, 1995; Hoang, 2016; 

Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014; Moskal, 2011 and Qin, 2006 are all explicitly ethnographic; 

others use methods and approaches similar to ethnographic ones). A few of the studies are 

conducted through observation (Lamphere, 2007; Otto, 2013; Qin, 2006), some through 

interviews (Mähönen, Jasinskaja-Lahti, & Ketokivi, 2014; Mishra et al., 2013; Moskal, 2011; 

Pearce & Sokoloff, 2013; Possamai & Possamai-Inesedy, 2007; Renzaho et al., 2011; Sun, 

2014; Tsai & Zhou, 2015; Van Kerckem et al., 2014; Wachter et al., 2016), and some use a 

mix of the two (Daniel, 2015; Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999; Gillespie, 1995; Hoang, 2016; 

Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Jinnah & Lowe, 2015; Parzer & Kwok, 2013; Reese, 2002). Yet others 

are literature reviews (Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016; Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014; Pirani, 

2016), and some use other methods such as the life-course approach (Kulu & Milewski, 

2007) or “life story” case-studies (Erel, 2010). Finally, the quantitative studies are conducted  
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through surveys and questionnaires (Jöns et al., 2007; Reeves et al., 2015; Wang, 2016), and 

with data from the World Value Survey (Inglehart & Baker, 2000). The sampling choices for 

the studies are, of course, dependent on the focused cultural groups, as well as the used 

methods. Since most of the studies are qualitative, they have small samples.  

2.2.2.2 Placement of cultural change 

As mentioned above, definitions of culture guide the researchers in where to look for cultural 

changes. Thus, a definition of culture as values leads to a focus on shifts in these, and 

research that studies families looks for changes in their inner dynamic. In the study of cultural 

change, certain factors are especially important and reoccurring. These are relations, identity, 

and agency. 

Placing cultural change within relations means studying how different forms of interaction 

and belonging within a group change, but also how relationships shape and affect changes. 

As has been previously stated, many studies focus on families, and besides finding changes in 

values and practices concerning marriage and child-rearing, these studies also find changes in 

the form of role reversals and shifts. Most commonly, this regards gender roles and the 

parent-child hierarchy (Daniel, 2015; Gillespie, 1995; Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Inglehart & 

Baker, 2000; Kulu & Milewski, 2007; Lamphere, 2007; Moskal, 2011; Pearce & Sokoloff, 

2013; Qin, 2006; Reese, 2002; Renzaho et al., 2011; Sun, 2014; Tsai & Zhou, 2015; Wachter 

et al., 2016). Several studies highlight the shaping propensities of pressure, where demands 

from one’s cultural community, as well as society at large, require an act of balance in one’s 

self-identification process, and in choices regarding values and practices (Gillespie, 1995; 

Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016; Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014; Renzaho et al., 2011; Tsai & Zhou, 

2015; Van Kerckem et al., 2014). This balance can also be found between the workings of 

either control and oppression, or freedom. Migration can lead to one or the other; in some 

groups, perceived threats posed by demands for assimilation or experiences of 

marginalization can lead to a tightening of the rules, whereas for others, moving away from 

one’s original community can grant greater individual autonomy and freedom (Daniel, 2015; 

Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Inglehart & Baker, 2000; Reese, 2002; Renzaho et al., 2011; Van 

Kerckem et al., 2014). Experiences of threats posed to the autonomy of the cultural 

community are also connected to the construction and maintenance of boundaries, which 

changes throughout migration (Possamai & Possamai-Inesedy, 2007; Van Kerckem et al., 

2014). Some changes are bound to the dynamic between public and private, where changed 

conditions for socializing can change its effects on cultural values and practices (Jinnah & 
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Lowe, 2015). All of these factors point to the important role of neighbours and the cultural 

community in the processes of cultural change and maintenance (Ebaugh & Chafetz, 1999; 

Erel, 2010; Hoang, 2016; Jinnah & Lowe, 2015; Van Kerckem et al., 2014). The counter-role 

to this influence is played by the larger society, defined in terms of the majority culture (or 

other minority ones), the state (in all its institutions), organizations, and companies 

(employers). The approach from this larger society, being either welcoming and tolerant, or 

oppressive, is critical for processes of change and the level of voluntariness in them (Daniel, 

2015; Gillespie, 1995; Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Johnsdotter & Essén, 2016; Jöns et al., 2007; 

Mähönen et al., 2014; Renzaho et al., 2011; Van Kerckem et al., 2014; Wachter et al., 2016, 

among others). Finally, there are important implications for change to be found in migrants’ 

relation to their homeland, as their perceptions of and connections to it directly affect their 

sense of belonging to the host country, and their choices of change or maintenance (Ebaugh 

& Chafetz, 1999; Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Lamphere, 2007). 

Cultural changes can also be tied to the individual, referring to their identity. Under the 

impact of pressure and negotiation, migrants can develop a plurality of fluctuating cultural 

identities, switching between these as needed (Gillespie, 1995, pp. 26-8; Moskal, 2011, p. 

37). It can also cause individuals to develop specific coping mechanisms for handling 

pressure (Van Kerckem et al., 2014, p 278). This plurality can ease the acculturation process, 

but it can also cause confusion and a feeling of homelessness (Hyndman-Rizk, 2016, p. 317). 

The process of self-identification is especially significant for adolescent migrants, who are 

naturally involved in this process already by courtesy of their age, but who in the context of 

migration also must relate it to simultaneous changes in circumstance and their family 

(Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014).  

In regards to agency, some of the researchers point out that cultural changes are not 

autonomous occurrences, but rather actively and consciously created by those who undergo 

them. In other words, migrants construct these changes by making rational, realistic and 

practical choices (Daniel, 2015; Sun, 2014; Van Kerckem et al., 2014). This is explicitly 

stated by Pearce & Sokoloff: “Further, culture is never monolithic and does not only happen 

“behind the back of actors.” Human agents select, create and transform culture” (2013, p. 

790). Erel elaborates this by specifying that migrants create a “migration-specific” third 

culture, building on their original and new ones (Erel, 2010, p. 643).  
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As these examples show, cultural changes can be grand-scale, high-level occurrences, as well 

as micro-processes of change, found in the everyday life.  

2.2.3 Research results 

“Cultural change is, in a sense, a tautological term in any case. All cultures are lived and 

therefore always in flux”, states Gillespie (1995, p. 4). Nevertheless, cultural change is 

clearly separated from culture throughout the previous research, and treated as an 

independent aspect of it. The results focus on presenting these changes in the form of what it 

is that actually changes, how it changes, and why these changes occur. Obviously, what 

changes has to do with what is studied; that is, if the topic of the study is child-rearing, the 

resulting changes will be practices and values within child-rearing, and so on. Why changes 

occur also depends on the topic under study, but in general, changes are explained either as 

necessary adjustments to fit into the new society, as coping mechanisms for loss of stability, 

or due to economic and practical factors. They are also results of meetings with other 

cultures, which provide new ways of thinking and living life. Again, these results depend on 

the definition of culture used and the placement of cultural changes studied.  

Finally, in explaining how culture changes, the research uses a multitude of different terms 

and concepts. These range in form and level of the cultural change taking place. On one end, 

there is very little change, because culture is being protected by preservation (Inglehart & 

Baker, 2000; Mähönen et al., 2014; Renzaho et al., 2011). Connected to this are the terms 

ethnocentrism (Machida, 2012; Parzer & Kwok, 2013), meaning a tendency towards 

maintaining isolated ethnic groups, diaspora (Gillespie, 1995; Jinnah & Lowe, 2015), 

designating a clearly demarcated cultural community with strong connections to a real or 

imagined homeland, and bifocality, which is when the homeland maintains a strong link to 

identity, whereas the host country provides economic and material stability (Moskal, 2011, p. 

36). On the other end, there are various forms of acculturation, defined as “the process of 

cultural exchange that occurs when two distinct cultures come into contact, resulting in 

changes to features of both the migrating and receiving cultures” (Renzaho et al., 2011, p. 

417). These forms range from separation, meaning minimal exchange between cultures and 

little to no change within them; assimilation, in which one culture dominates and to a large 

extent changes another; integration, an equal cultural meeting with mutual change; and 

finally deculturation, which is the construction of a completely new culture, containing traces 

of the old ones but exceeding them (Jöns et al., 2007, p. 594). Similar to this is the concept of 

hybridization, meaning a merging of different cultures (Gillespie, 1995; Hoang, 2016; 
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Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014, 2014; Machida, 2012; Possamai & 

Possamai-Inesedy, 2007). The most commonly referred-to term is negotiation, in which there 

is a plurality of identities and choices between which people more or less readily switch and 

balance (Hyndman-Rizk, 2016; Kennedy & MacNeela, 2014; Mishra et al., 2013; Moskal, 

2011; Possamai & Possamai-Inesedy, 2007; and Sun, 2014, among others). The studies and 

their results are often placed within the context of globalization (Gillespie, 1995; Hyndman-

Rizk, 2016; Jinnah & Lowe, 2015; Jöns et al., 2007; Machida, 2012; Otto, 2013; Sun, 2014; 

Tsai & Zhou, 2015), and multiculturalism (Erel, 2010; Mähönen et al., 2014). Possamai & 

Possamai-Inesedy (2007, p. 303) use the term transnationalism as a specification of these 

terms. 

2.3 Discussion 

This section contains a discussion of some problematic elements of the previous research, and 

a presentation of how the previous research has guided this study.  

2.3.1 Problematic elements of the previous research 

Starting with the definitions of culture found in the previous research, the anthropological 

ones are often too limited as they do not take social factors of culture into consideration. 

They are also much too value-centred, limiting culture to meaning-systems guiding people’s 

behaviors and choices. Most of the sociological studies, except for the two explicitly using 

Swidler’s theories, use anthropological definitions by default, meaning even they lose sight of 

the relation between cultural and social. Further, the definitions are closed and pre-decided by 

the researchers, which, although it is often a practical and academic necessity, runs the risk of 

shutting out other definitions found in the field. This also has bearing on the sampling and 

positioning of respondents, who are often placed statically within one culture, again by the 

researcher (although in some cases the results show that they in fact belong to several 

cultures or flow between them). This is also connected to the fact that many of the 

researchers struggle with finding accurate descriptions of the more fluent states of cultural 

belonging; as Gillespie points out, “our vocabulary is ill-suited to describing the kinds of 

cultural change now in process” (1995, p. 4).  

Another consequence of a closed and limited definition of culture, pre-decided by the 

researcher, is that people’s own agency in the construction of cultural changes is either 

completely ignored or, at best, heavily down-played. Although there are some instances of 

people explicitly being assigned agency (see above), these are only in 5 of the 33 studies 
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presented. This lack of agency can be attributed to the closed definitions of culture and 

cultural change, that do not always allow for a deeper look into just how change happens. It 

can also be an effect of value-oriented definitions of culture, which limit cultural changes to 

collective or individual shifts in thought, not action. Because changes come through as 

imposed rather than as active choices, they are also often seen in negative terms, exemplified 

by the fact that stress and sadness are the most common emotions mentioned in the previous 

research. Thus, although some changes are in themselves seen as improvements, the general 

approach to cultural changes is that they are in some sense a loss.  

Finally, there is a clear lack of time perspective in the previous research, in that cultural 

change is not given any temporal qualities. When does cultural change start in relation to the 

migration? How long does it last? Is it an isolated state, or a continuous process? These 

questions are not answered by previous studies.  

2.3.2 Implications for this study 

The guidance for this study is mainly taken from the problematic elements, but also from the 

previous research in its entirety, as outlined above. The main implications concern the 

definition of culture, which for this study need to be steered away from traditional 

anthropological value-oriented definitions towards one that allows room for social factors to 

be included, and make it more possible to study agency. Also, as most of the previous 

research is centred around specific cultural groups, this study is, in opposition to this, kept 

general in terms of sample definition. This is to open up for a focus on processes and 

mechanisms of cultural change and construction, rather than specific cultures. Because of the 

lack of focus on agency, this study takes agency as one of its starting points, including it in 

the research questions. This also allows for definitions of cultural change, in the previous 

research defined in general terms, to be constructed by the respondents, based on their own 

experiences of it.  

2.4 Summary 

As the above presentation shows, most of the previous research in the area tends to limit the 

definition of culture either to community, thus studying it within one specific cultural, ethnic 

or religious group, or to cultural expression, studied in the form of specific cultural acts, 

rituals, or habits. Aside from these two main definitions, culture is also studied within 

individual’s minds as values and modes of thinking, although this third definition is often 

integrated into the first two. These definitions determine the methods and sampling, as well 
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as the placement of the cultural changes studied, meaning that changes are sought either 

within the community in the form of role or status changes, as specific changes in people’s 

expressions of culture, or as cognitive changes within individuals. Changes are often linked 

to relations, identity, and agency. The results are bound by the definitions of culture and 

choice of topic, and frame the changes either as cultural preservation, acculturation, or a 

negotiation between the two, using many different terms to designate these processes.  

The critique against the previous research mainly concerns the limited definitions of culture, 

and the lack of agency ascribed to people in the change and construction of culture. It also 

points to the lack of temporality in the definition and placement of cultural changes. These 

flaws are mainly what guide this study, which based on the previous research opts on being 

open-ended in its definitions, allowing respondents to participate in the definition process, 

and on focusing on agency in cultural changes.  

As noted above, much of the previous research is within the discipline, or epistemological 

tradition, of anthropology, which has serious implications for the definition of culture. There 

is also a wide variety of these definitions throughout the studies. This creates two connected 

needs: first, there is the need to place this study within a decidedly sociological realm of 

thought, so as to be rid of the limiting paradigms of anthropology and give it a firm 

orientation; secondly, although the study aims at being open to the study subjects’ own 

definitions of culture, there is still a need to set a base for how culture is to be approached. 

These needs are addressed in the following chapter.  
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3. Theory 
This chapter is a presentation and discussion of the theoretical framework for this study. 

First, there is a brief overview of the main epistemological and ontological paradigms of 

cultural sociology, containing a specific but short summary of Jeffrey Alexander’s (2003) 

main ideas. Secondly, the most important fundaments and concepts of the two overarching 

theories used are presented. These are Ann Swidler’s theory of culture as a toolkit (1986), 

and Lisa Wade’s elaboration of this to a dynamic view of culture (2011). In the summary, 

these three sections are merged together and discussed in terms of their implications for this 

study.  

3.1 Cultural sociology: studying the link between ‘cultural’ and ‘social’ 
The apparent description of cultural sociology is that it is the sociological study of culture.9 

However, since neither ‘sociological’ nor, and especially, ‘culture’ are simple and 

straightforward terms with obvious meanings, this description is not satisfactory. In the 

discussion of the previous chapter it was noted that most of the previous research on culture 

linked to migration is anthropological or anthropologically oriented, in its definitions of 

culture as well as its methods of study, which creates a need to place this study within a 

sociological tradition. This requires defining the sociological study of culture. In this section, 

therefore, a general framework for cultural sociology is presented, firstly through a brief 

overview of its history and main paradigm, as described by Lyn Spillman in the anthology 

Cultural Sociology (2002), and then this paradigm is exemplified by a brief summary of 

Jeffrey Alexander’s Meanings of Social Life: A Cultural Sociology (2003). The implications 

of this framework are summarized at the end of the section.  

3.1.1 Spillman: Brief overview of the field of cultural sociology 

“Cultural sociology is about meaning-making.” This is the opening sentence of Spillman’s 

overview of cultural sociology (2002, p. 1), and the definition runs as a thread through the 

whole book. This inclination to studying meaning-making came about as a solution to the 

divided and ambiguous definitions of culture that had characterized much of sociological 

research previously, states Spillman (ibid, p. 4). It was also an attempt to form theories of 

culture distinct from the anthropological ones that had been employed out of necessity, as 

sociology lacked its own. Attempts to connect culture to social structures and examine its 

effect on human action had mostly been done in opposition to the explanation models of 

biology or psychology, or even by demarcating culture from “social forms”  (ibid, p. 5). The 

                                                 
9 Within the discipline of Sociology, there are two terms for the study of culture: Cultural Sociology, and the 

Sociology of Culture. Sometimes these are used interchangeably, and sometimes they denote two different, 

albeit similar, subfields. For the sake of simplicity and clarity, and because the theories and concepts used are 

from sources that align themselves with the first term, this study is placed within Cultural Sociology, and this is 

the term used throughout.  
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ambiguous perceptions of culture were mainly articulated as two different ways of defining it. 

It was seen either as constituting a community, bound together by shared beliefs and habits, 

which rendered cultures as “distinct units” and gave rise to a ranking system of different 

cultures. “In this anthropological sense of the term, the entire way of life of a people is 

thought to be embedded in, and expressed by, its culture” (ibid, p. 2). Or it was bound to its 

expressions, studied in the form of aesthetic artefacts, which entailed a separation between 

culture and societal institutions, and a division into “high” and “mass” forms. These were tied 

to ideals of culture as “pure” and above the mundanity of human life. As a mix of these two 

definitions, the shared beliefs and habits as well as their expressions could be viewed “as 

what is most valuable about us or others, what needs to be preserved to express and represent 

the identity of a group” (ibid, p. 3). The vagueness of these definitions and their inherent 

blind spots led sociologists to develop the third definition of culture, as processes of 

meaning-making. These processes were sought after in different social locations, practices 

and products (ibid, p. 4), as well as on both micro and macro levels (ibid, p. 9). Thus, they 

were studied in a wide variety of arenas: from the creation of values and ideologies, often 

within specific cultural groups, through the dynamics of power relations, to the birth and 

maintenance of subcultures. Meaning-making processes also played a large part in the field of 

sociology of knowledge and in the theory of symbolic interactionism (ibid, p. 6). The 

definition was further elaborated when sociologists, weary of the limitations of previous 

studies, started challenging their results by formulating studies in opposition to them (such as 

studying the general, taken-for-granted majority culture as opposed to sub-cultures in order to 

demonstrate that meaning-making processes were just as prevalent in the former as in the 

latter) (ibid, p. 7). Spillman divides contemporary studies within cultural sociology to three 

main areas of research: culture in practice, meaning a study of meanings created and used 

through interaction; cultural production, focusing on social products created in institutions; 

and cultural frameworks, studied mainly through textual analysis. Naturally, these three areas 

can be mixed within the same study. The crucial factor is that studies are directed towards 

finding the underlying meanings, and the processes of making them. 

3.1.2 Alexander: Culture as an underlying meaning structure 

In his work from 2003, embodying the meaning-making paradigm presented above, 

Alexander (pp. 3-4) states that “the task of a cultural sociology […] is to bring the 

unconscious cultural structures that regulate society into the light of the mind.” He calls these 

cultural structures the “inside” of social structures, as the former provide meaning for the 
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latter. These meaning structures are both external and internal, which is what makes them so 

powerful (ibid, p. 4), and although they can be employed consciously and actively, no single 

social actor is constantly aware and reflexive about them (ibid, p. 12). “The trick”, he states, 

“is to gain reflexivity, to move from the sense of something commonly experienced to the 

sense of strangeness that allows us to think sociologically" about these semi-conscious, 

taken-for-granted, underlying meaning structures (ibid, p. 86). Alexander claims that culture 

can be found in “every conceivable social form”, not as an independent object but 

intermingled with the social structure or act under study, as a dimension of it (ibid, p. 7). 

Furthermore, this cultural dimension is “an ideal resource” that works simultaneously as a 

provider of stability, restraint and preservation, and as an instrument for creative changes 

within itself and the social structures to which it is connected (ibid, p. 12).  He states that 

culture should be studied in the form of what he calls the strong program, meaning that 

cultural elements should be demarcated and ascribed autonomy, described richly and in 

detail, and tied causally to agents (ibid, pp. 13–4). This requires a study of meaning as people 

experience it, to discern the “webs of significance that guide action” (ibid, p. 22). Alexander 

propagates applying a historical and societal context to the study of specific issues, putting 

special emphasis on collectively experienced trauma as a good source of socially constructed 

and culturally institutionalized meanings (ibid, pp. 92–103). These are also appropriate for 

the study of collective and individual identity, which “involves a cultural reference” (ibid, p. 

92), meaning is it socially constructed through and by the meanings attached to it. Finally, as 

for the study of cultural change, Alexander promotes a focus on the connection between it 

and the meanings underlying its processes, as well as how these are affected. He states: "If 

the world is itself based on collective understandings, then changing the world always 

involves, in some large part, changing these understandings in turn" (ibid, p. 193).  

In summary, although cultural sociology has carved out a place of its own and connected 

culture to social structures, its definition of culture remains more or less tied to its function of 

meaning-making, which is ontologically close to the value-oriented paradigm of 

anthropology, even though it has in some part been constructed in opposition to this. As such, 

the study of the cultural impact on social structures becomes limited to meanings and 

underlying understandings of the world, and studies of cultural change are guided towards an 

examination of how these meanings are affected by changes in social structures. In relation to 

the research questions for this study, this definition is too limited to apply to people’s own 

definitions of culture, the concrete manifestations of cultural change in everyday life, and 
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people’s agency in the construction of these changes. Following this definition would mean 

focusing solely on the meanings people attach to these experiences, risking a blind spot for 

other functions of culture. Thus, this study requires a more open and agency-oriented 

definition of culture, and guidance as to how to study people’s use of it in the construction of 

changes. The following two theories are an attempt to fulfill that requirement. 

3.2 Swidler: Studying culture as a toolkit, in unsettled lives 

The theoretical starting point for this study is Ann Swidler’s Culture in Action: Symbols and 

Strategies (1986). The article is a classic within cultural sociology and has not only inspired 

the choice of topic, but also provided the theoretical and conceptual framework for it. Swidler 

states that research should focus on the relationship between culture and social structure, 

especially in historically turbulent times. This allows for an examination of how new 

ideologies, the beginning stages of a culture, shape and affect new strategies of action; and 

vice versa, how new circumstances create new ideologies. One specific area of research is 

cultural change occurring in a context of greater societal change: "A crucial task for research 

is to understand how cultural capacities created in one historical context are re-appropriated 

and altered in new circumstances". For this kind of research, Swidler emphasizes looking at 

the “publicly available meanings” provided by culture, which guide people’s actions into 

specific patterns (ibid, p. 283). This type of research also requires contextualization, that is, 

immersing the specific case or sample into the historical and structural circumstances within 

which they exist (ibid, p. 280). Swidler gives three examples of how culture can be used to 

analyze people’s social lives and structures, focusing mainly on social action. We can focus 

on how and why people continue to do the same things even when circumstances change (for 

example, migrants maintaining their homeland’s culture); or we can study why different 

cultural groups do things differently in the same circumstances (that is, how and why 

multiculturalism arises); or we can look at how and why people continue to do things in the 

same ways over long periods of time (that is, how cultures are maintained) (ibid, p. 278). 

Finally, although she propagates for research on how culture affects social structures and 

actions, and emphasizes a wider contextualization, Swidler also points out the importance of 

studying cultural construction and change in specific, concrete situations, because it is in “the 

concrete situations in which these cultural models are enacted that determine which take root 

and thrive, and which wither and die” (ibid, p. 281).  
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Apart from these guidelines on appropriate focal points and framing of a study, Swidler’s 

article also provides two important theoretical concepts: culture as a toolkit, and settled and 

unsettled lives. 

3.2.1 Culture as a toolkit 

Cultural sociology has a close affiliation with (cultural) anthropology; both theories and 

methods are often circulated between the two disciplines. One of the ontological heirlooms 

passing from anthropology to cultural sociology is the value paradigm, which Swidler notes 

is often used reluctantly by sociologists in lieu of other, better alternatives. The value 

paradigm is, simply put, the underlying notion that culture guides human behavior by 

providing people with values, which they consult when making decisions. In other words, 

culture provides people with symbols of meaning, which are available for those within a 

specific culture, and taught to them through socialization. These symbols stand for the “value 

orientations” which people can use to make choices between different alternatives, so as to 

make the choice that will make it easier to obtain the ends towards which people are striving. 

At the same time, the values provided by culture also define these ends, that is, they 

determine which ends people should strive to; in other words, “Culture shapes action by 

defining what people want” (ibid, p. 274). Thus, a culture consists of values, expressed 

through symbols, that simultaneously provide people with goals to strive towards, and the 

means to achieve these goals.  

The value paradigm has been taken for granted and guided most of the understanding of 

culturally influenced behavior in both anthropology and sociology. The main problem with it 

is that it rests on the assumption that people’s actions are always directed towards an end, and 

that the means are thus adapted to reach this end. This is also the allure of this paradigm, 

because it makes sense and speaks to our deeply rooted assumption that all actions are logical 

means to an end (ibid, pp. 274-5). In its stead, Swidler suggests a new paradigm of culture: 

culture as a toolkit (ibid, p. 277).  

This paradigm defines culture as a set of skills, habits and styles of conduct, which people use 

to navigate through life and to make decisions. Culture is thus the organization of action, 

rather than a provider of ends to strive to or “…a unified system that pushes action in a 

consistent direction" (ibid, p. 276). In other words, culture provides us with the capacities 

needed to make the choices we need to make. Swidler notes that this can be clearly seen in 

the continuity of a certain style of action, even when the values and the ends to which these 

actions strive change. Values of what is worth achieving, as well as moral and ethical values, 
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can change over time due to circumstances and development; the ways to achieve these ends 

and how to navigate through moral and ethical questions, however, remain intact within 

cultures because they are culture. The variations between different cultural groups in how 

they achieve the same ends is further evidence of how culture organizes actions; if it provided 

values and ends to strive towards, people would do things more similarly across different 

cultures since most people strive towards the same or similar ends. This is why culture can be 

used to explain differences between groups in the same structural environment (ibid, p. 276).  

Just as in the value paradigm, the skills, habits and styles of a specific culture are taught 

through socialization within that culture. This is the very essence of cultural shock, which is 

when we encounter situations for which we lack the necessary skills, or where we do not 

understand the situation well enough to naturally and instinctively choose which skills to 

employ, or when we are immersed in environments in which our habits or styles do not make 

sense or cause us and others trouble and discomfort (ibid, p. 275). Cultural shock and the 

overall difficulties of integration can also be attributed to so called cultural lag, which occurs 

when "[p]eople do not readily take advantage of new structural opportunities which would 

require them to abandon established ways of life", since this would require them to abandon 

their existing toolkit and learn new skills (ibid, p. 281). 

Finally, the paradigm of culture as a toolkit assigns more agency to people in the performance 

and construction of culture: we choose which tools to use, employ different tools in different 

circumstances, and have a lot more tools than we use. Instead of holding on to specific ends 

and adapting the means to attain them in different circumstances, which is the case in the 

value paradigm, people actually adapt their ends to those they can attain through the means 

their culture provides. In other words, they play the game they can win, given their culture 

(ibid, p. 277).  

3.2.2 Settled and unsettled lives 

Swidler’s suggested new paradigm thus provides a new way of viewing culture and the role it 

plays in constructing people’s lives. Building on this, Swidler also proposes a new concept 

for studying how the tools in this cultural toolkit are acquired, and how culture is constructed. 

This is the concept of settled and unsettled lives (ibid, p. 278). Swidler states that it is during 

times of transition and disorder, when the normally taken-for-granted rules of social life and 

society are in flux, that people consciously and actively construct new rules and habits, and 

organize these into ideologies. These are "highly articulated and self-conscious", and aim to 

provide answers to social problems. As things start to settle down, these rules and habits 
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become less explicit and start feeling more natural, becoming traditions. These are multiple 

and varying, but all fit into the dominant ideologies that survive the unsettled times. As more 

time passes, these traditions become accepted and cemented enough to turn into the 

unquestioned and largely undefined rules of common sense. This is when a culture becomes 

settled (ibid, p. 279).  

The process of cultural construction through unsettled to settled lives thus goes from the open 

competition between explicit, highly conscious ideologies containing rules for social life, to 

the establishment of one or a few dominating of these ideologies being practiced through 

semi-conscious but still explicit traditions, to the finalized form of the original ideas being 

practiced as widespread, taken-for-granted common sense. It is a process of a decreasing 

level of consciousness, and an increasing level of ease and sense of naturality in practicing 

the rules and habits of a particular culture. It also entails a difference in the scope of the ideas 

governing social conduct: "Settled cultures are thus more encompassing than are ideologies, 

in that they are not in open competition with alternative models for organizing experience" 

(ibid, p. 281).  

Further, culture affects and organizes action differently depending on whether times are 

settled or unsettled. In settled lives, culture provides continuity and is tied to action (ibid, p. 

278). In other words, as previously stated, culture provides people with a steady set of tools 

which they can use to decide upon and perform action. However, in times of great societal 

and circumstantial changes, culture becomes both a subject of change in itself, and highly 

accentuated as the motor for change. People start more actively formulating and enacting 

cultural values and traditions, organized in the form of ideologies (ibid, p. 279). In this 

process, values provided by culture (as one of its many tools), help people navigate through 

choices, not because they dictate the ends towards which people should strive, but because 

they function as a choice-making skill (ibid, p. 282). The role that culture plays in the 

articulation and establishment of new ideologies and strategies of action during unsettled 

lives is that of providing skills, symbols and rituals with which people can think out, 

articulate and propagate their ideas in the form of ideologies. It also offers people the skills 

necessary for handling change, and the rituals for maintaining a sense of stability in unstable 

circumstances. This is why previously insignificant rituals can suddenly become important 

during unsettled lives (ibid, p. 279).  
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In summary, Swidler suggests that culture be viewed less as values that guide people’s 

choices, and more as a toolkit, within which values are but one of many different skills that 

help people to navigate through life. She also proposes that in order to understand the basic 

premises of culture and to study the active construction of it, it is most optimal to study it 

during unsettled lives. Her suggestions for these types of lives are times of war, revolution, or 

the chosen type for this study: migration. During migration, people bring their cultural 

toolkits into a new context, which may require other tools, or a different way of using the 

tools they have. It is one of those times of transition and disorder, in which the use of culture 

in the construction of a new social order becomes clearer and can be studied.  

Although Swidler’s theory provides a fundamental and sociologically oriented view of 

culture and its link to social structure, her article is somewhat lacking in the explanation of 

how to apply the theory. This is demonstrated, and further elaborated, by another sociologist: 

Lisa Wade.  

3.3 Wade: Studying culture as a dynamic tool, and change as socially constructed 
In her article The Politics of Acculturation: Female Genital Cutting and the Challenge of 

Building Multicultural Democracies (2011), Lisa Wade builds on and elaborates Swidler’s 

paradigm of cultural analysis. Drawing on a study of a specific case, in which a hospital in 

Seattle, USA offered a new, milder form of female genital mutilation (FGM), and the 

surrounding discourses, she discusses the underlying understanding of culture that guided the 

creation of this new medical procedure, as well as people’s reactions to it. She argues that in 

order to understand people’s cultural actions and reactions, we must first make clear how 

they view culture, because as long as the fundamental views of culture are different, 

achieving understanding across cultural (and political) lines will be impossible. Wade 

expands Swidler’s theory first by defining culture as one of the tools in the cultural toolkit 

Swidler defines, further by defining cultural change as a social construction, and finally by 

defining two differing views of culture that determine how people use it: the dynamic versus 

the reified view. She goes on to discuss the implications of these theoretical additions for 

studies of cultural change (ibid, p. 518-9).  

3.3.1 Culture as a tool 

Building on Swidler’s concept of culture as a toolkit, Wade suggests that culture is, in itself, 

one of the tools in our cultural toolkits. In other words, culture can be utilized in making 

decisions and positioning oneself in social structures, through claims of belonging and 

exclusion, as well as uses of privileges ascribed to specific cultural groups (ibid, p. 520-1). 
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This heightens the level of conscious cultural construction, as culture is seen not only as an 

independent and taken-for-granted entity operating in the background by providing a toolkit, 

but as an explicit tool of action in itself, available for use in the construction of social 

structures. This insight into the different operative levels of culture becomes increasingly 

important as the term ‘culture’ becomes more fluent and unclear while also being more 

politicized, as Wade claims it gradually does. The study of culture, and specifically of culture 

used as a tool, is especially important in our times of multiculturalism and globalization, 

where social conflicts are often ascribed to culture and the term itself presents a conflict of 

meanings. In this context, culture can be seen and used both “as a primary obstacle to the 

spread of human rights and celebrated as a human right in itself” (ibid, p. 518).  

3.3.2 Cultural change as a social construction 

The definition of culture as a tool also brings with it an insight into the consciousness 

involved in cultural change; in other words, it defines cultural change as a social construction, 

actively being worked on rather than merely happening. This means that people make active 

choices about whether or not to change, and how and what to change. It also means that 

cultural change is not an objective, matter-of-fact occurrence, but defined in a social context: 

“The perception that a culture has changed, or not, is the product of ideological and 

discursive projects, as well as practical and material realities”. What might seem like a 

change, and a large one at that, to some, may for others seem or be defined as preservation of 

culture, depending on their social, economic or political agenda (ibid, p. 523).  

3.3.3 Dynamic versus reified view of culture 

The difference between defining a cultural action as either change or preservation has its 

roots in the two fundamentally different views of the nature of culture, namely what Wade 

defines as the dynamic versus the reified view of culture. This has similarities with Swidler’s 

comparison between the value paradigm and the culture as a toolkit-paradigm, both in its 

ontological premises and its historical realities. The traditional and in most instances still 

dominant view of culture is the reified one. This view is essentialist and static, and regards 

cultures as autonomous and unchanging (ibid, p. 521). In other words, it regards culture as an 

unchanging independent entity governing people’s behavior by providing them with specific 

values and ways of life, akin to the value paradigm. In this view, people either continue to do 

things exactly as they used to, or they change their culture. Any or at least larger changes to a 

cultural action would deem it no longer part of the same culture; it would be defined either as 

a change of that culture, or as a digression from it. For people with this view, cultural change 
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is a threat to culture, and they can use culture in this way to propagate protectionism and 

define social justice struggles as an attack on their cultural sovereignty. The dynamic view of 

culture, however, has as its starting point the continuously changing nature of culture. In this 

view, more importance is ascribed to the purpose and meaning of a cultural action in its 

definition as cultural, than the cultural action itself. Thus, an action can be performed in a 

completely new way and still be part of a person’s (original) culture, because it is performed 

as a cultural action. Naturally, this view does not see change as a threat but as a natural 

process, rendering its advocates more open to outside influence and more prone to accept 

changes without a sense of loss of cultural essence or autonomy (ibid, p. 522).  

Whereas the reified view can make integration processes and multicultural societies harder to 

achieve, because of its static view of culture, the dynamic view on the other hand risks 

minimizing cultural conflicts and, above all, can be used to legitimize oppression exerted in 

the name of cultural preservation. Minor changes in the way oppression is acted out can be 

framed as major cultural changes, bringing about a lax attitude towards the underlying values 

and practices still ruling and limiting people’s lives (ibid, p. 533). One such example is the 

one studied and presented by Wade in the article, where a new, milder form of female 

infibulation was seen by those applying the reified view as preservation of oppression against 

women, whereas regarded with the dynamic model it was regarded as a major change, 

undermining the persistence of control of women’s sexuality (ibid, p. 520).  

In summary, Wade points out that culture is in itself one of the tools in our cultural toolkits, 

and can be used strategically not just for preservation or cultural change, but also in the 

politicizing of these processes. This is why cultural change is always, in some part, a social 

construction: the very definition of an act as either preservation or change is socially crafted. 

Whether or not a cultural act is perceived as change depends on the perceiver’s view of 

culture. If they apply a reified view, changes are considered threats, and conversely, anything 

other than a complete abandonment of cultural values and practices are considered as 

preservation. If instead they apply the dynamic model, changes are seen as inherent parts of 

culture, and changes can be defined in relation to their meaning for the carrier of the culture. 

3.4 Summary: Studying culture sociologically, as a dynamic tool, in unsettled lives 

Firstly, it is important to note the links between the previous research, and the theories 

described above. As was noted in the previous chapter, the read-through of previous research 

within culture and migration studies revealed a need to place such studies within a more 
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clearly demarcated sociological tradition, where the definition of culture is less value-

oriented and more inclined towards its links with social forms and structures. This is because 

most of the studies were either clearly anthropological, or used definitions and concepts from 

anthropology. The tendency to use anthropological paradigms for want of sociological ones is 

pointed out by both Spillman and Swidler, and the former’s recounting of the two main 

definitions of culture used in sociology before the development of the independent subfield of 

cultural sociology, community and expressions, is nearly identical with the main forms found 

in the previous research (also defined as community and expressions in the presentation, 

although the contents are slightly different from those in Spillman’s definitions).  

Thus, the main consequence of placing the study of culture within a sociological tradition, is 

that it involves a study of the links between cultural and social forms of human life. More 

specifically, through a critical approach to its anthropological hand-me-downs, cultural 

sociology has defined the study of culture as the tracing of processes of meaning-making. 

These processes have been placed in a variety of social forms and levels of analysis, but 

clinging to meanings has still limited the definition of culture to one specific and demarcated 

function, and maintained much of the link to anthropology, as “meanings” and “values” are 

closely related. The main contribution, thus, of Swidler’s and Wade’s theories to this 

fundamental placement of culture within the social realm, is an expansion of the definitions 

of cultural use in the formation of social structures. By defining culture as a toolkit and a tool 

in that kit, and pinpointing the social nature of perceptions and creations of change, these two 

theories add dimensions of reciprocity between cultural and social forms that a one-track 

focus on underlying meanings does not offer. Admittedly, there is much in Alexander’s ideas 

that predict and enable the use of Swidler’s and especially Wade’s theories. For example, 

Alexander speaks of reflexivity as a way of becoming aware of previously taken-for-granted 

structures, which can be tied to what Swidler states about how the disorder of what she 

defines as unsettled lives creates an awareness of the ideologies underlying cultures. Another 

similar link can be found between Alexander’s promotion of the study of trauma, and 

Swidler’s suggestion of studying unsettled lives, which although they need not be traumatic 

still function similarly in bringing about conscious and active constructions of culture and 

cultural identity. Also, Wade’s emphasis on how people’s basic definitions of culture as 

either reified or dynamic shapes their cultural undertakings and perceptions of change, lies 

close to Alexander’s idea of looking for underlying understandings when studying change.  

Further, all three authors recommend contextualization, as they point to the importance of 
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historical and societal events surrounding the object of study. In summary, then, Swidler’s 

and Wade’s theories are not used in opposition to Alexander’s or the basic paradigm of 

cultural sociology as defined by Spillman; rather, they are seen as elaborations on these, that 

provide a guide on how to apply theories of cultural sociology on a study of people’s 

experiences of cultural change connected to agency. 

With the theories for the study thus presented, the next chapter is about how these theories 

are applied and how the study was conducted.  
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4. Method 
This chapter is a presentation of the method used for this study, divided into sections 

highlighting different aspects of it. First, there is an explanation and motivation of the 

qualitative approach, specified and applied through Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis. Secondly, the section on selection presents the sample and sampling processes, as 

well as the respondents. Further, the data gathering and analysis processes are explained. 

Finally, there are three sections with discussions of the validity and reliability of the study, as 

well as methodological and ethical considerations.  

4.1 Approach  

4.1.1 Qualitative research 

This study is qualitative. As such, it is at its most basic level an in-depth analysis of a small 

sample, focused on producing understanding of why and how something works. The 

usefulness of qualitative research for studying such mechanisms makes it appropriate both for 

“testing” the applicability of existing theories, and for generating new ones (Ragin, Nagel, & 

White, 2004, pp. 9-10). By generating deep-set knowledge of something, qualitative research 

can confirm that the explanations and predictions of a theory can be found “in the field”, or, 

conversely, that the theory is lacking and needs to be elaborated or replaced. Alternatively, 

qualitative research can be conducted to generate theories on issues lacking sufficient 

theorizing. In this sense, new and complex phenomena are especially salient choices of study 

(ibid, p. 11).  

Although migration is not a new phenomenon, and there is a plethora of studies about and 

connected to it, the recent increase of it in relation to other global changes has created new 

intersections to study. One such intersection is culture. As was noted in the previous chapters, 

the definitions of culture and cultural change, especially in connection to migration, are still 

ambiguous and in some cases even vague. The read-through of previous research hinted at a 

tendency to focus on shifts in values and specific cultural practices, resulting in a lack of 

theories on cultural-social links and deep understanding of the processes of cultural change. 

This tendency guided the choice of theories to create a framework that covers more ground, 

so to speak, including different aspects of culture and its uses. This, in combination with the 

study’s focus on individual experiences and interpretations of cultural change after migration, 

makes a qualitative approach a natural choice.  

4.1.2 Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

The specific qualitative approach and method for this thesis is Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), as described by Smith and Shinebourne (2012). This 
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approach builds on three different epistemological traditions. Its interpretative element comes 

from hermeneutics, the “theory of interpretation” (ibid, p. 73). It emphasizes the role of 

interpretation in the gathering and analysis of data, and how alternative interpretations of the 

same data can lead to different results and conclusions. Applied qualitatively, IPA implicates 

a double hermeneutics, where the researcher interprets the respondents’ interpretations: “The 

participant is trying to make sense of what is happening to them. And the researcher is trying 

to make sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (ibid, p. 

74). The phenomenological implication for IPA is a focus on people’s lived experiences as 

the main topics of study (ibid, p. 73). This requires a close examination of a small number of 

cases or individuals, with a method that allows for personal accounts of experiences to come 

through. Conducted through interviews, this aspect of IPA enables the occurrence of so called 

hot cognition, meaning that respondents become aware of certain things as they are speaking 

of them (ibid, p. 74). It also necessitates the third epistemological element, idiography, which 

implies a focus on individual experiences as opposed to those experiences by smaller or 

larger groups. This means that while the analysis can focus on finding patterns in the sample, 

the individual variations and details must be maintained, and that “…the best IPA presents an 

analysis of convergence and divergence within its participant sample” (ibid, p. 74). Because it 

is based on experiences, takes interpretation into account and presents both individual details 

and overall patterns, IPA is especially apt for research on complex and ambiguous topics, 

such as cultural change.  

Research questions within IPA research need to be exploratory and relatively open, and 

because they focus on experience, they can also be descriptive (ibid, p. 74). These are broken 

down and specified to interview questions, and used as a guide (not a strict rule) in semi-

structured, in-depth, one-on-one interviews that enable deep reflection and long answers, 

which are followed up if necessary (ibid, p. 75). The analysis, finally, contains several steps – 

first, the interview transcripts must be read several times, with notes on keywords and 

especially interesting findings; then, these keywords and findings are grouped into themes, 

which are clustered according to relevance to each other; finally, the clusters, individual 

themes, keywords and selected quotes are mixed together in a narrative text that contains 

several levels of interpretation (ibid, pp. 77-80).  
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4.2 Selection 

4.2.1 Sample  

In the definition of the sample, one very important factor was to make sure that the study did 

not become one of a particular culture or ethnic group, but rather an open-ended view into 

universal patterns of cultural construction and change. For this reason, the sample definition 

was kept simple and general: adults who at some point in their life have migrated to Sweden 

from their homeland, who were not ethnically or culturally connected to Sweden before the 

migration, and who live here more or less permanently for the foreseeable future. The choice 

of adults rather than children and youths was in part because studies of them would require 

proper theories and methods for studying underage people, and also because childhood and 

adolescence are in themselves times of transition during which it can become very difficult to 

discern cultural change from other, naturally occurring changes. The requirement for 

belonging to a cultural (ethnical) group other than Swedish (as opposed to being, for 

example, a returning Swede) was guided by previous research, suggesting that there might be 

a greater level of unsettledness and thus cultural change if there was also a cultural clash 

taking place. Finally, the inclusion of permanent residence in Sweden was to ensure that the 

respondents were actually part of Swedish society, enough to have had encounters with it, 

and had experienced actual migration, as opposed to simply being tourists or otherwise 

temporarily passing through. Asylum seekers and people with newly required permanent 

residence permits were considered but ultimately dismissed, for three reasons: first, their 

living conditions are often too unsettled which might make them difficult to reflect upon, that 

is, they are in the midst of the unsettledness and can therefore not in theory speak of its long-

term effects; second, their interaction with society and the majority culture is often very 

limited and consists mainly of contact with governmental institutions such as the Migration 

Board and the Unemployment Office; and third, for practical reasons, as I had no access to 

translators and the knowledge of Swedish is unlikely to be at a satisfactory level for an 

interview at the point of seeking asylum or having just received a permanent residence permit 

(and English is not always guaranteed). 

4.2.2 Sampling  

4.2.2.1 Social media and snow-ball sampling 

I made a post on my private Facebook, which included a brief presentation of the thesis topic 

and the requirements for respondents. I did not wish to interview anyone I already knew 
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(well), so I did not turn directly to my own contacts on Facebook; instead, I asked them to 

speak to anyone they might know that fit the description, and/or share my post. Several of my 

friends liked and shared the post, and some commented, either stating they would speak to 

specific friends of theirs, or directly tagging potential respondents. Of the people tagged, 

several responded in the comments, stating they were interested, at which point I referred 

them to their private messages inbox and wrote them a private message. Some also wrote me 

directly, after having read the post shared by my friends.  

Further, one of my Facebook contacts, who teaches in a program for integration educators, 

wrote me a message and later e-mailed me about finding respondents among his current and 

former students, as many of them are migrants. He distributed an information e-mail I sent, 

and this led to an interview with one of his former students.  

Finally, I came in contact with the president of an Armenian community in Uppsala, 

Hamazkayin, who spoke to some of the people in the community and provided me with 

names and contact information to those who were interested in participating. One of these 

people was booked for an interview.  

4.2.2.2 E-mails to organizations 

After googling “cultural communities Uppsala” (kulturföreningar Uppsala) and finding 14 

different ones which seemed to be active and had contact information, I contacted them 

through e-mail, presenting myself and the thesis topic, as well as describing what type of 

respondents I was looking for.  

Through Armeniska riksförbundet, the national organization for Armenians in Sweden, and 

Raffi kulturförening, a cultural community for Armenians in Uppsala, I was able to book 4 

interviews, of which 3 were conducted (one was cancelled due to illness).  

Samarbetsorganisationen för Invandrarföreningar i Uppsala (SIU), a cooperation 

organization for all migrant communities in Uppsala, replied to my e-mail with an invitation 

to the “culture café” they hold with Internationella kvinnokaféet, another community, on 

Monday evenings. During this meeting, I was able to inform about my thesis, conduct 

preliminary bookings with 3 respondents, and was invited to another event (see below, 

“International Women’s Day event”).  

Through another of the communities I contacted (from which I did not collect respondents), I 

was referred to the language and literature departments and faculties of Uppsala University. I 
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sent e-mails to these faculty administrations, asking them to distribute the e-mails to 

employees, and booked 3 interviews with staff members who responded to the e-mails.  

4.2.2.3 International Women’s Day Event 

Through SIU and Internationella kvinnokaféet (see above), I was invited to an event held in 

Gottsunda, Uppsala on the occasion of the International Women’s Day on the 8th of March. 

The event was organized by SIU, in collaboration with Studiefrämjandet and Kontakten. It 

featured presentations of several cultural communities in Uppsala, short appearances by local 

politicians from several parties, an exhibition of artwork by three Syrian migrant women, 

music performed by a local musician, coffee with pastries from different cultures 

(internationellt fika), and a lecture about female genital mutilation. There were an estimated 

50-100 people there, most of whom appeared to be multi-lingual and ethnically non-Swedish. 

I was given an opportunity to speak at the beginning of the event, and after briefly 

introducing myself and the thesis, I encouraged people to come speak to me during the 

mingling part of the evening if they were interested in participating or had questions. A total 

of 5 interviews were booked during the evening.  

4.2.3 Respondents 

A total of 21 interviews were booked; of these, 19 were conducted. The sample size was a 

compromise between a wish to include as many perspectives as possible, and the limitations 

of time and space. Of the19 respondents, 12 are women and 7 are men. There are 13 different 

countries of origin, from 5 continents, and 14+ ethnicities represented.10 The respondents 

vary in age from 25 to 67, with 39,5 years being the average. All of the respondents are 

multi-lingual, knowing at least 3 different languages (most commonly Swedish and English 

being an addition to their native language or languages). Between them, the respondents have 

12 different occupations, with student being the most common one (6 of the respondents are 

students and 1 is a Ph.D. student); 2 are retired and 1 is unemployed.  

Since some of the respondents have connections with each other and other people in my 

network, no exhaustive list with exact information can be presented, as this would risk 

exposing their identities and breaching the promise of anonymous participation. This is also 

the reason why the respondents are presented throughout the Result chapter with a randomly 

assigned number from 1 to 21 (the original total of respondents), and their ethnicity, country 

                                                 
10 The ”+” refers to respondents who had mixed ethnic heritage.  
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of origin, age, occupation, language and other personal information is only revealed if and 

when it poses no risk of exposing their identity.  

4.3 Data gathering 

Interviews were held all throughout March 2017. They were booked at the respondents’ 

convenience and held in a room on campus Blåsenhus (5 interviews), in the respondents’ 

homes (8 interviews), at their study or work place (2 interviews), at the public city library (1 

interview), in a café (2 interviews) or over the phone (1 interview). All of the interviews were 

recorded on a voice recorder (the telephone interview was recorded directly on the telephone 

using a recording app). The interviews varied in recorded time from the shortest of 26 

minutes to the longest of 1 hour 15 minutes, with an average time of 44 minutes, and a total 

of 841 minutes recorded. At the start of the interview, the respondents were given written and 

oral information about the interview. They were told that only I have access to their personal 

and contact information, as well as the interview material (notes and recordings); that they 

can stop the interview at any point, skip questions, add something or ask their own questions; 

that they can contact me at any point after the interview with questions or additions; that all 

the material used in the thesis will be anonymized; that there is an interview guide with 

questions prepared but that we will hold the interview as a conversation; that the interview 

will be recorded and I will be taking notes; and finally, that if they are interested in reading 

the final thesis, it will be sent out to them once it is completely finished and passed at the 

university. The written information they were given contained these points, as well as 

information about the thesis topic and contact information for me, my supervisor and the 

Department of Sociology at Uppsala University (see Appendix 1). The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim, in order to keep the data as close to the respondents’ own 

interpretations as possible. Apart from the recordings, I also took notes on the interview 

guide. These were mainly hints to myself about which questions had already been covered, so 

as not to repeat anything, but sometimes (and increasingly throughout the data gathering 

process) about similarities with former respondents’ answers (using the code numbers, of 

course), connections to previous research or theory, or specific things to look up later. These 

notes were consulted during the analysis but did not add anything to it.  

The questions for the interview guide were crafted from the research questions. Firstly, there 

were questions about basic, personal information such as country of origin, occupation, and 

living conditions, among others. Then, the questions focused on definitions of culture, trying 

to pin-point the meanings and uses the respondents associate with the term. Further, there 
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were questions about identity and self-positioning, so as to understand the respondents’ 

relations to their original and Swedish, as well as other cultures. The definitions of “original” 

and “Swedish” culture were deliberately kept open so as to allow for the respondents’ own 

definitions. The interview then moved on to several different questions about cultural change, 

somewhat similar but from different angles to highlight various aspects of it. For example, 

the question “Are there specific situations in which you feel a change in some parts of your 

culture?” was aimed at finding concrete experiences of cultural change, whereas “Was there a 

specific time or situation when you first noticed that your culture or parts of it had changed?” 

was meant to examine awareness and interpretations of these experiences. Furthermore, there 

were questions designed to isolate instances of culture change brought about by migration 

from those due to other factors, by putting the respondents’ experiences in relation to changes 

in the homeland and their countrymen. Finally, inspired by the concept of “hot cognition” as 

described above, and in an attempt to understand potential effects of the interview situation, 

respondents were asked about whether or not they had thought about culture in the ways 

discussed in the interview previously, if they had discovered something about how they think 

about culture during the interview, and if they thought the interview might affect their 

thoughts and actions onwards. In the end, there was an open question where the respondents 

were encouraged to add whatever they might think had not been asked about, go back to a 

previous question, or pose a question of their own.  

The interviews were held as conversations, meaning the interview guide was not followed 

strictly and many probes were used as it fit the respondents’ answers. The respondents were 

talkative and usually pre-empted some questions in their answers to other ones. This is why 

notes were taken, to ensure that a question already answered was not asked again (unless it 

seemed necessary to further illuminate certain aspects). The interviews were held in Swedish, 

English, and in some cases partly in Armenian, sometimes mixing the languages. Because of 

the linguistic diversity in the sample, the interview guide was written in both English and 

Swedish, and used according to the respondents’ wishes. Both versions can be found in 

Appendix 2.  

4.4 Analysis 

Once all of the interviews were transcribed, the transcripts were read several times and initial 

coding was done. However, because the sample was relatively large in relation to the norm 

within IPA, coding all of the interview transcripts in individual tables would have been too 

arduous and time-consuming. Therefore, an interview summary was created, where the 
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answers for each question from each interview was shorted and all of them were put together 

in one document, built on the interview guide. The shortened answers contained a mix of key 

words, summations of the ideas expressed in the answers, and quotes highlighting these. This 

greatly eased the process of coding the material into themes and finding similar patterns, 

while still maintaining individual variations. (For the sake of anonymity, the summary 

document cannot be presented in its entirety. However, there is an excerpt in Appendix 3.) 

The original transcriptions were sometimes consulted for longer quotes or clarifications of the 

keywords and summaries, especially when a common theme was found and needed to be re-

confirmed in the material. As results and analysis are typically not strictly separated in 

qualitative research (Ragin et al., 2004, p. 12), this way of coding also facilitated the final 

write-up of the analysis, as concrete results and quotes were already mixed with the more 

abstract-level themes and conclusions.  

4.5 Validity and reliability 

By using verbatim transcripts of respondent-focused interviews, and analyzing the data with 

the multi-level approach of IPA, which allows for generalizations but maintains individual 

testaments, the results were kept close to the original data. The interview summary document 

ensured that all the respondents’ answers were considered in the analysis, and the emerging 

themes were continuously cross-checked with their constitutive data. Not all individual 

variations were kept as part of the results; some had to be omitted due to lack of relevance to 

the overall themes, as well as for practical reasons. However, nothing was added, and in those 

cases where a theme seemed to be emerging but it did not have enough confirmation in the 

data or had too many variations, it was skipped. Thus, the final results and their analysis are 

as much an accurate representation of the respondents’ answers as possible. 

It is important to note here my own background as an immigrant in Sweden, living in and 

with double cultures. I believe this has mainly been an asset, as it has given me insight and a 

deeper level of understanding for some of the processes and the overall experience of being a 

migrant in another country. It most likely also affected the respondents’ answers, which was 

sometimes very subtly demonstrated in how they might not entirely finish a sentence, or 

allude to sentiments in the spirit of “well, you know what it’s like”. However, this has most 

likely also affected my analysis in the sense that I might have drawn on my own experiences 

and sentiments, leading me to exaggerate or underestimate certain aspects. It may also have 

created a blind spot for findings that a non-migrant researcher, being an “outsider”, might 

have noticed.  
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4.6 Methodological considerations and limitations 

Becker notes that the answers that people give in an interview are not necessarily a correct 

reflection of how they actually act in life outside of the interview situation (Becker, 1996, p. 

8). This is, of course, the main limitation of an interview study: the only data is what the 

respondents provide in the interview situation. As this study is focused on individual 

experiences and interpretations, this is not a major problem. However, an observation “in the 

field” could have added other dimensions and breadth to an in-depth study. Observing the 

respondents in situations defined as cultural (celebration of holidays, gatherings within the 

cultural community and so on), or following them in their everyday lives, combined with in-

situ interviews, would probably give a fairer view of how culture is actively used and re-

constructed, and how cultural changes occur. However, such fieldwork would most likely 

have benefitted from a longer time period than was possible for this study, and also given 

more results than could be handled within its limitations. It remains, however, a potentially 

fruitful choice for any elaborations of the study. 

As with any small-sample research, especially one with such a heterogenous sample, there 

can be no claims of universality or representability of the results. Thus, although the study 

aims to find common patterns, these are only general for this sample.  

4.7 Ethical considerations 

In the request for help with sampling that I posted on Facebook, I noted clearly that I would 

not be interviewing anyone I already knew, but instead would appreciate if my Facebook 

friends could forward the information to people they know who might be interested, or share 

the post. However, some of my Facebook friends tagged potential respondents in the 

comments of the post, suggesting they might be interested. Some of the people tagged replied 

in the comments that they were indeed interested. Of course, this means their anonymity was 

compromised, as it was an open post and anyone could see the comments. In an attempt to 

minimize this problem, I referred further contact to private messaging and never confirmed 

for the mutual friend whether or not the person they tagged actually participated in the study. 

Another problematic aspect of social media sampling is that, because I had to contact the 

respondents through their Facebook pages, I had access to some personal info, and an insight, 

however brief, into their lives, prior to the interview (as did they to mine). I tried to limit my 

knowledge of the respondents pre-interview as much as possible, and focus on their answers 

rather than my perceptions of them, but naturally my interpretations of the data may have 
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been affected by whatever pre-conceptions I had of the respondents as well as the impression 

they left on me during the interview.  

One of the respondents, the only one approached directly by me instead of the opposite, was a 

person I had met and spoken to once previously, and we had added each other on Facebook 

but only written each other once or twice. As I remembered that our conversation during that 

one meeting was similar to the subject of the study, and the person is from a country and 

region of the world which was not represented by any other respondents, I wrote them a 

message asking if they would like to participate. After the interview, we have maintained 

contact on a personal, rather than professional level. Some of the other respondents have also 

sent friend requests on Facebook (which I have accepted), and one of them is someone I 

occasionally meet as we have a mutual contact. In the communication with these respondents 

after the interviews, I have carefully avoided initiating any conversation about the study, so 

as to not reveal their participation to anyone else. As my contact with them is very brief, and 

most of it has taken place after the initial coding and analysis was already done, I believe that 

whatever effects our connections might have had on the results of the study are very small.  

Finally, as noted above, my own background of migration might have affected the 

respondents and me in our contact and the answers they gave. This is especially noteworthy 

in relation to the Armenian respondents. The fact that the most reoccurring ethnicity among 

the respondents is Armenian11 can be directly attributed to the fact that people are in general 

more likely to help someone with whom they have something in common. Although this 

connection has been of help, it might have also created certain expectations and guided the 

respondents’ answers.  

  

                                                 
11 5 of the respondents are ethnic Armenians, from 2 different countries. None of them however are from the 

Republic of Armenia, which is my homeland.  
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5. Results 

In this chapter, the results and analysis of the gathered data are presented, mixed with each 

other. The disposition of this is presented in the first section. The results are summarized in 

the beginning of the following chapter.  

5.1 Introduction  

The overall goal for the analysis of data was to find reoccurring and common answers from 

the respondents. Although variations were expected and welcomed, the focus was on 

discerning patterns in the data, so as to find potential universal processes and mechanisms of 

cultural change and construction. Somewhat surprisingly, seeing as the sample was fairly 

heterogenous in terms of cultural background, there were more similarities than variations. 

Thus, the results presented here are those main universal patterns found in the data, 

highlighted by variations. The disposition of the presentation is guided by the research 

questions but also, and mainly, by the underlying assumption that in order to understand 

people’s experiences of cultural change and their own agency in it, it is essential to first 

understand their fundamental definitions of culture, as this is what guides their interpretations 

of their experiences. Thus, the results are presented in thematic sections focused around these 

fundamental definitions and their implications for cultural change and agency. General 

conclusions are mixed with specific examples and quotes.  

5.2 Presentation of results 

There are four main definitions and consequential implications of culture found in the data, 

all related and building on one another. Firstly, there is an overall view of culture as an 

omnipresent and all-encompassing entity, underlying and affecting all aspects of life (culture 

as “everything”). The main implications of this definition are that any type of change can 

qualify as at least partly cultural, and that culture is ascribed a role of power in the 

accomplishment of these changes. Secondly, ‘cultural’ and ‘social’ are equated, and the bulk 

of cultural performance can be found in social interaction (culture as social). This means that 

it is in and through interaction that most cultural changes are made, and that these changes 

are an attempt to relate to the community one is part of. In this definition, language has a 

special position as the carrier of culture, and an important tool for both change and 

maintenance of it. Thirdly, culture is perceived as dynamic, meaning that cultural changes are 

part of continuous and complex processes rather than static and isolated occurrences 

(although there are also examples of specific, circumstantially limited changes) (culture as 

dynamic). Finally, and somewhat paradoxically to the first definition of culture as an 
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overarching and powerful entity, culture is seen as a tool, an instrument of navigation and 

action, used actively and consciously in people’s dealings with the world (culture as a tool). 

In regard to changes, this means that culture is not only the object of, but also the method for 

change, providing the skills and means necessary to instigate, execute, and deal with changes, 

cultural or otherwise. The following sections explore these definitions and their implications, 

providing concrete examples from the data that make up the universal patterns discerned.  

5.2.1 Culture as “everything” 

When asked to define what culture is to them, most of the respondents use a mix of aesthetic 

and anthropological definitions of culture, in that they see it as both material artefacts and 

phenomena such as clothes, art, food and music, and immaterial phenomena such as values, 

behaviors and traditions. Many also fluctuate between these two definitions throughout the 

interview in a not always seemingly conscious way. Respondent 15 sums up this mixed 

definition perfectly: “…it’s what defines, um, life or identity… And what makes life more 

beautiful, too.” Most respondents struggle when answering this question, and many say that it 

is difficult to define such a broad term that means so many different things. The broad range 

between the defining factors of culture, as well as the respondents’ difficulty in defining it, 

reflects the overall view of culture as something omnipresent and universal; as respondent 9 

expresses it, “Culture is everything.”12 

When asked what the most important factor of culture is, there are three main answers: 

interaction, language, and holidays. These factors are explored further below, but it is 

important to note here that these three most defining factors are in themselves a mix of 

aesthetic and anthropological culture, in that they consist of both immaterial and abstract 

phenomena such as ideas, systems and traditions, as well as material and concrete phenomena 

through which they are expressed, such as formalized rituals, alphabets and scriptures, 

specific foods and decorations, and much more. The first two, interaction and language (the 

latter being a specific example of the former), are also fundamental and essential parts of 

human life, and ascribing them to culture creates a definition of culture that puts it at the very 

base, and heart, of everything humans do. This ubiquitous definition provides a framework 

for the other three definitions, and has serious implications for how culture and cultural 

change is experienced and interpreted.  

                                                 
12 Translated from Swedish.  



43 

 

One of the main consequences of seeing culture as everything is that all aspects of life, as 

well as any changes within it, can be defined as wholly or at least partly cultural. In other 

words, following this definition as a guide makes it difficult, if not impossible, to separate 

cultural changes from those which might not be cultural, because those are, according to this 

definition, non-existent. Thus, the respondents speak of a wide range of changes in their lives 

in terms of their cultural causes and effects.  

One example is ideological and political changes. Through meetings with people of other 

cultures, and through confrontations with new ideas at school, university, work or other 

public spheres, the respondents have experienced changes in the way they think of things and 

view the world, as well as in how they live their lives. These changes are interpreted as 

(partly) cultural, because they have brought about changes in the respondents’ understanding 

and performance of culture, and because the ideas that bring about these changes are seen as 

belonging to specific cultures. One prominent example is changes in gender relations, 

stemming from meetings with feminist ideology and gender politics, but also from other 

cultures and a new society that allows for and enables these changes. Getting in contact with 

feminist ideas and exploring these further through studies, respondent 1 and 11 have made a 

clean break with the strict and segregating practices of gender relations in their respective 

cultures, which in turn has altered their way of life and affected their relations with their 

families. For respondent 13, gender politics in Sweden allowed for a previously impossible 

divorce and a new life, which she relates to the loosening of cultural restrictions provided by 

migration.  

Across from these large-scale changes with major implications for how life is lived, there are 

also small-scale practical changes done in the new country, which are also described as 

cultural. Interestingly enough, many of these are regarding food and drink: respondent 15 

speaks of changing her cooking and dietary habits due to the lack of available ingredients in 

Sweden; respondent 21 made coffee at home for the first time in her life after coming to 

Sweden, an act she ascribes to the specifically Swedish cultural habit of spending more time 

in the home as opposed to going out to cafés and restaurants, but maintained the Korean habit 

of sharing food with others; respondent 14 switched from tea to coffee for practical reasons, 

as coffee is more “readily available” in Sweden; and respondent 2 started making her tea in 

the Russian way (cooking it in a large pot and adding hot water to the cup throughout the 
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day) after having lived there for a while.13 Even internal, mental and emotional changes are 

ascribed to culture, such as when respondents 7, 14 and 15 all describe feelings of 

unhappiness due to the isolation and lack of a rich, spontaneous social life they see as part of 

Swedish culture.  

In sum, the varying nature of changes perceived as cultural confirms the definition of culture 

as “everything”, and shows how this definition fulfils itself as it is applied: if everything is 

defined as culture, it will consequently be interpreted as culture, and thus become culture in 

the process of interpretation. The examples provided here, all alluding to relationships, also 

point to the second and most referred-to cultural definition, namely culture as social.  

5.2.2 Culture as social 

One of the consequences of the “culture is everything” definition is that ‘cultural’ and ‘social’ 

are often used interchangeably by the respondents. Sometimes a separation between what is 

cultural and what is social glimpses through – like when some respondents define their 

homeland’s culture as cultural, but define Swedish culture as society or everyday social 

interaction (a distinction important enough in itself and explored further below). Or when, 

asked during which circumstances they do something cultural, the respondents restrict it to 

specific social events, such as holidays. However, throughout the interviews, all of the 

respondents speak of culture as something that defines and dictates the rules of social life, 

and guides them in their interaction with others. Respondent 3 defines culture with the 

Persian term ‘farhang’, meaning upbringing, education, or socialization,14 and apart from the 

strictly aesthetic forms of culture (mentioned to a much lesser extent than the anthropological 

ones), the respondents speak mainly of culture in terms of social life with others. The main 

social forms of culture, as presented below, are interaction, specified as language, holidays 

and socializing, and community, described as belonging, and as the overarching entity for 

relationships and identity.  

5.2.2.1 Interaction  

The most common definition of culture is that it is, simply, interaction: culture is performed 

together with others, in social settings. Many of the respondents speak of culture as being the 

                                                 
13 Beverages were a reoccurring theme in many of the interviews, not only in spoken form but also as part of the 

interviewing experience. Throughout the data gathering process, I was offered tea or coffee brewed in various 

different ways according to the respondent’s choice of culture, which apart from being a pleasant element was 

also, in itself, a testament to the practices of change or maintenance performed by the respondents.  
14 Explanation provided by respondent, and confirmed through online search 

(http://www.lexilogos.com/english/persian_dictionary.htm).  
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way people think and behave, as well as the source of knowledge on how to think and 

behave. Culture provides people with the social know-how and skills they need for 

interaction; it is, as respondent 20 expresses it, ”how people react, how they behave, how 

they dress, what is important for them […]. What is acceptable, what is not acceptable, what 

is approved of in society, what is not approved of.”15 This last description, of culture as the 

guide for what is accepted and approved, also pinpoints the role of culture as that which 

provides values and the moral rules that govern people. Several other respondents speak of 

how their culture is responsible for teaching them how to think, behave and how to treat 

others. For respondent 7, culture exists in the daily interaction with others, which is why the 

separation from her family who have remained in her homeland is in itself a loss of culture. 

Others mention specific rules they have learned from culture, both detailed ones like not 

saying “you” when speaking to others16 (respondent 10), to the more general one of being 

kind to others (respondent 4). Some also speak of how the social nature of culture can make it 

a medium for oppression. For respondent 13, the main characteristics of culture are pressure 

and dominance, and it is performed as gossip and focused on “what people will think”. To 

her, migration has enabled freedom from the bonds of the cultural community which denied 

her the right to make her own decisions. Other respondents also speak of culture in terms of 

social pressure, and state that a change in social relationships and habits inevitably leads to, 

and is in some cases the same as, cultural changes. Thus, although mainly seen positively as a 

helpful tool in the creation and maintenance of social life, the social implications of culture 

can also take negative forms. Whether positive or negative, social interaction is where and 

when most cultural changes happen, and it is also the main method for the construction of 

change: through compromise and negotiation, exchange and mutual agreement, people 

actively construct and define new ways of thinking of and performing culture.  

5.2.2.2 Language 

A specific form of interaction is language. Unanimously and without a doubt, the respondents 

agree: language is one of the most important parts of culture. The best way to maintain your 

homeland’s culture is to keep speaking its language, says respondent 12; and in reverse, 

losing a language is almost equal to losing the culture. Conversely, the key for gaining access 

to Swedish culture and society is to learn Swedish, and the greatest obstacle to participation is 

                                                 
15 Translated from Swedish and shortened for cohesion.  
16 This difference is not as palpable in English as in Swedish or other languages, at least in speech. In Swedish, 

it is the distinction between “du” (you in singular) and “ni” (You in plural), and becomes especially relevant 

considering the specifically Swedish cultural and social custom of calling everyone “du”.  
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lacking the necessary language skills. These two maxims are repeated by a majority of the 

respondents. As some of them point out, cultural participation through language is not just 

about learning grammar and vocabulary, but also how to use it properly. Respondent 19 tells 

of how she has had to learn to “tone down” her speaking in terms of volume and 

gesticulation, so as not to be perceived as aggressive; respondent 15 says that although she 

understands the words spoken, idiomatic expressions and jokes can still be hard to decipher, 

as they require specific cultural knowledge. As this shows, language is cultural because it is 

situated within cultures, and because much of culture is expressed through it in the form of 

myths and legends, literature and music. As stated above, language is also social, as it is a 

(main) form of interaction. Thus, the definition of culture as language is a continuation of the 

combined aesthetic and anthropological definitions of culture, as well as the intermingling of 

‘social’ and ‘cultural’. The emphasis on language as a key to cultural participation also 

implies the consciously constructive nature of culture, where people can access participation 

in a culture simply by learning its language (although that is not always a simple task in itself, 

as testified by some of the respondents), and where the maintenance or loss of a language can 

determine one’s belonging to a culture. This bond between language and active construction 

of cultural change can also be found in the respondents’ decisions regarding learning 

Swedish. Respondent 7 speaks of how she, out of fear of becoming dependent on her family 

for translation, decided to stop spending time with the other Kurdish women at Sfi17 since 

they did not speak Swedish with each other, and instead started socializing with the other 

immigrants there, with whom she was forced to speak Swedish; respondent 20 has a private 

tutor in Swedish; and most of the other respondents speak of acquiring Swedish as one of 

their top priorities upon arriving to Sweden. Another display of the language and construction 

relation is the fact that all of the respondents report speaking of culture and cultural changes 

with their family and friends, and in these conversations identifying and confirming the 

changes made.  

5.2.2.3 Holidays 

Another of the most commonly referred-to parts of culture is holidays, which are highly 

social in nature. Although derived from special events or centred around specific meanings, 

the main purpose of holidays, as defined by the respondents, is to come together and spend 

time with family, friends, relatives and others. The most important thing about culture is the 

                                                 
17 Sfi stands for Svenska för invandrare, meaning ”Swedish for immigrants”, and is language education for 

newly arrived immigrants in Sweden.  
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celebrations and occasions for fun that it offers, says respondent 16, and respondent 2 backs 

this up with the claim that most people, at least in the West, do not even really know what 

they are celebrating and are too focused on having fun and eating well. ‘Holidays’ is the most 

common answer for the question of when the respondents feel like they are doing something 

cultural, which is not surprising considering that they are often crystallized and highly 

ritualized instances of cultural expression, in both material and immaterial form. For 

migrants, the nostalgic function of holidays seems to become especially important, as several 

of the respondents speak of how celebrating holidays reminds them of and re-connects them 

with their homeland culture, and that they are the most concentrated form of cultural 

maintenance. Holidays, alongside language, are also mentioned by several respondents as a 

key to gaining access to Swedish culture, or as a way of resisting assimilation. Several of the 

respondents have adopted Swedish holiday customs. There is a rather large spread among the 

respondents regarding their attitude to this: for some, Swedish holidays are a welcomed 

addition to their own, and they celebrate holidays from both homeland and Swedish cultures 

with joy, whereas others see themselves more or less forced to celebrate Swedish holidays 

because of pressure from work, partners or children. Several respondents mention a sense of 

loss surrounding holidays, as they cannot celebrate them with (all of) their relatives, or cannot 

celebrate them “properly” because they are lacking certain foods, a location or simply miss 

being surrounded by others who celebrate in the same fashion. Most of the Armenians 

mention a tension surrounding Christmas celebrations, and have made active choices of either 

negotiation or resistance regarding the dates for celebration.18 Many respondents also refer to 

a temporal change in which and how holidays are celebrated, where the intensity of 

celebration lessens as their time in Sweden and inclusion in Swedish culture increase. 

Holidays thus provide a concrete venue for cultural change, where specific choices of 

inclusion or omission, and participation or resistance, become acts of cultural construction 

that can determine cultural belonging and proliferation.  

5.2.2.4 Socializing 

Included in but not restricted to holidays is the specific form of interaction defined here as 

socializing, meaning spending leisure time with others, often in a festive fashion, and usually 

including food and drink. A specific aspect of cultural change in their socializing habits, 

                                                 
18 As Orthodox Christians, Armenians celebrate Christmas on the 6th of January. Those Armenians in the study 

who spoke of this have maintained this custom, while also adding some sort of celebration on the 24 th of 

December (Swedish Christmas), mainly because of children who wish to celebrate on the same day as 

“everyone else”, or because of Swedish in-laws. 
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mentioned by almost all of the respondents, is the decrease of spontaneous, casual meetings, 

and a less relaxed attitude to spending time with others that they have experienced as part of 

life in Sweden. Several of the respondents mention a sort of cultural clash and even shock 

with what is perceived as a rigid, static form of socializing in Sweden, where it is hard to gain 

access to people’s personal lives and spheres, and even informal meetings over coffee must 

be carefully organized. Respondents 15 and 20 say they have had to cut down on their 

spontaneous dinner invitations, because they sensed that people perceived the invitations as 

strange; respondent 10 mourns the loss of spontaneous conversations with neighbours from 

the balcony; respondent 14 has stopped speaking with strangers although this is customary in 

her homeland, because of negative reactions to her approaches; and respondent 12 feels that 

she has tried to connect through Swedish culture by socializing with Swedes, but has more or 

less given up because she feels that the cultural exchange is limited to the specific occasions 

of socializing, but does not remain or extend into any real connection. For two of the 

respondents, the more relaxed attitudes surrounding gender in Swedish culture has provided 

opportunities to mingle more freely with both men and women, but apart from this exception 

the respondents agree that Swedish social life is difficult to access and that the main venue 

for getting to know (ethnic) Swedes is work or school. In relation to what has previously been 

stated about the role of interaction in the construction of cultural change, this limited access 

to informal interaction with Swedish culture in the private sphere implies two main things: 

firstly, if interaction is, as stated above, the main venue for the construction of cultural 

changes, and interaction with Swedish culture is mainly limited to the public spheres of 

education and work, the cultural values and habits regarding personal life should change less 

than those concerning public life, because the former are less exposed to influence and the 

need for negotiation. Although no conclusions can be drawn from this study, references to the 

original culture as the “home” or “family” culture, and the instances of resistance to change 

mainly found in the areas of family relations, child-rearing practices and identity formation, 

hint at some truth to this. Secondly, it implies a one-sidedness in the changes taking place, 

meaning that the original cultures of the respondents undergo more changes than the majority 

Swedish culture. Although the study does not conclusively confirm this, there is some 

evidence in the fact that none of the respondents, including the ones more enmeshed into 

Swedish society through close personal relationships with ethnic Swedes or from childhood 

migration, mention any experiences of changes in Swedish culture, not even the ones who 

state that they feel they belong more to Swedish than their original culture.  
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This segregation of cultures within the private sphere is also related to another important 

factor of culture, namely that it is defined in terms of community.  

5.2.2.5 Community 

A consequent definition of the social nature of culture lies in its ascribed ability to bring 

people together. Sharing the same culture can bring strangers, who have little else in 

common, together and create a bond between them. “[…] I come from a small country, I 

seldom meet compatriots. And… it doesn’t really bother me, but when I do meet them, I do 

feel a, like a… warm time with them, usually” says respondent 20. His statement is echoed 

by several others, who speak of the sense of belonging that culture provides. Several of the 

respondents have been or are still active in different cultural communities, centred around 

either their respective cultures, or around culture itself (multicultural communities created to 

bring migrants together). For many, this seems to be a form of substitute for the loss of 

belonging that the separation from their original community through migration has caused 

them, and a way to circumvent the difficulties of building a rich social life in Swedish 

society, as mentioned above. Arranging events and meetings in which they can surround 

themselves with countrymen or people of the same culture, or even people of different 

cultures but with the same longing for community as them, seems to be an effective, albeit 

temporary liniment for the grief many of the respondents experience over the loss of their 

original community. This function of cultural communities in a new country is emphasized 

by respondent 5, who remembers the time before an independent Republic of Armenia as one 

filled with fervent activity in the various Armenian communities in Uppsala, and sees the 

reduction of this activity as a direct result of the unlimited access to Armenian culture that 

open borders to the country of origin brought with it.  

This very opportunity to go back to Armenia […] has taken almost the edge off of 

this thing with “you have to keep your Armenian identity here in the diaspora 

otherwise everything is lost.” Which has [made] these cultural communities and 

community life almost […] irrelevant. […]. You have Armenia five hours away 

[…]. So… you don’t have the need that was in my days…19  

This need that he speaks of is echoed by several others, who speak of an almost physical need 

to experience and be immersed in their homeland’s culture, sometimes by physically being in 

it, but often by simply being surrounded with countrymen. Respondents 7 and 10 speak of the 

                                                 
19 Translated from Swedish and shortened for cohesion.  
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difficult transition of returning to Sweden after having visited their homelands, a time of 

great sadness and feeling of loss. Thus, the satisfaction of this need is often realized in the 

form of cultural communities in the host country, which in turn act as a means of preservation 

of culture, hindering (complete) assimilation into the new country’s majority culture.  

5.2.2.6 Relationships  

Another aspect of culture as community is that culture can affect, and be affected by, 

personal relationships. Respondent 14 believes that her close relationship with her 

grandmother might be the main reason for her greater sense of belonging to the 

grandmother’s country of origin, despite having several other cultures to belong to. Several of 

the respondents have experienced conflicts with their families as a result of distancing 

themselves from certain cultural behaviors or rules. Respondent 2 was only able to fulfil her 

desire to become a vegetarian after physically removing herself from the heavily meat-

focused diet of her family through migration, and still experiences conflicts around this issue 

upon returning; respondent 16 changed her clothing habits and started wearing more 

traditional clothes when she entered the Afghan community in Sweden, in which this is 

encouraged, than she had done in the Afghan community in Iran where traditional Afghan 

clothes are considered backwards and unfashionable; respondent 3 no longer needs to adhere 

to strict rules of religious activity after having moved from his religious community; and 

picking up smoking, as made possible by moving away from the heavy restrictions on women 

in her homeland, changed respondent 13’s relationship with her mother, who in her rebellious 

act saw the marks of adulthood and maturity. These testimonies of changes made specifically 

in relation to the cultural community and sometimes specific people within it show the impact 

of community, or the loss if it, in people’s choice-making activities; conversely, it also shows 

how even small acts of change can affect people’s personal relationships and their role and 

status within a community. They also show the intimate connections between cultural 

community life and the construction and re-construction of identity.  

5.2.2.7 Identity 

Due to its social nature and through the community that revolves around it, culture provides 

another factor often mentioned by the respondents: identity. For most people, their culture is 

a part, great or small, of who they are; respondent 5 calls it an “anchor for identity”20, and 

respondent 9 says that it prevents alienation from oneself. For an immigrant, a cultural 

                                                 
20 Translated from Swedish. 
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identity can become the only or most important one they have in a new, unknown country in 

which they have no legacy or place: “You ha... for me... have to be someone. We who came, 

we don’t have houses here. We don’t have work here. We don’t have relatives here. And I am 

not a boss like I was there. I am unemployed here. [Culture] means… very much.”21 This 

quote by respondent 8 not only illuminates the relation between culture and identity, but also 

pinpoints the specific effects of migration on this relation. As respondent 20 points out, 

migration emphasizes cultural identity and makes it more relevant: “Your identity in a way 

[…] becomes more vital to you, because you have to work to keep it alive...” Outside of 

one’s homeland and the cultural community in which one’s identity is more fixed, who and 

what one is becomes less taken for granted and more of an active, conscious construction. For 

most of the respondents, culture provides the building blocks for this construction, and 

identity can be formed in relation to one’s cultural belonging. Those respondents who stated 

having a split or conflicted relation to their homeland culture also spoke of having struggled 

with finding their true identity. Conversely, those respondents who were clear over where 

they belong, culturally, reported feeling a great sense of pride and joy over their culture (or 

cultures) and their cultural identity. This further illuminates the importance of culture in 

identity formation.  

In sum, culture is defined as social, and is identified in various social phenomena. It both 

shapes and guides social life, and is performed in and through it. Special importance is 

accorded to interaction, mainly in the form of language, and community, which provides 

belonging, and serves as a base for relationship and identity formation. This means that 

cultural change is often constructed in dialogue with others, with the purpose of achieving 

and maintaining satisfactory social relationships. Because interaction, especially language, is 

explicit and requires active participation (as opposed to un- or semi-conscious and passive 

inner reflection, for example), these changes come about through conscious and active 

construction. These changes are often not static, one-time occurrences but part of continuous 

processes. This brings us to the third definition: culture as dynamic.   

5.2.3 Culture as dynamic 

The social nature of culture, as well as the definition of it as ubiquitous, means that it is seen 

as varying and fluent, existing in several forms and places simultaneously, ranging from 

large-scale systems to small-scale events, from abstract ideas to concrete objects, and as part 

                                                 
21 Translated from Swedish.  
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of on-going and overlapping processes and procedures; in other words, culture is defined as 

dynamic. This definition is most apparent in the slightly oppositional qualities ascribed to 

culture in the respondents’ answers, where it is alternately described as fixed within specific 

circumstances, and found in the seams between relations (circumstantial and relational); as 

part of each individual’s life process, as well as collective streams (individual and collective); 

and as a provider of both stability and flexibility for migrants (fixed and flexible). These 

qualities and their implications for change are described below. 

5.2.3.1 Circumstantial and relational 

[Interviewer] Ehm, which culture, or which cultures do you feel that you belong 

to? 

That, that question, it is really hard, because it depends. It depends on where you 

are or which situation you mean. Sometimes I think in a very Swedish way 

[laughing] and act, but in certain things I am very, I have an Afghan brain, so it is 

only in that way. So it, it depends on which situation you are in.22 

This quote from respondent 16 is an explicit example of something many respondents spoke 

of: the circumstantial nature of culture. Whether it was expressed in specific terms of “home 

culture” versus “work culture”, or in broader terms of “everyday culture” as opposed to more 

ritualized forms of it, culture was sometimes placed into clearly demarcated occurrences, 

within which it became highlighted as an independent entity. Thus, respondents speak in the 

manner of the above quote about different cultural belongings in different circumstances. 

Respondent 6 states that he chose to adhere to Swedish culture in his career choices, but 

maintained his original culture in matters of family and community life. Respondent 1 speaks 

of an almost physical re-programming of the brain as he steps into his parents’ home, where 

he must abide by stricter rules of interaction than he is used to in his everyday life of Swedish 

culture. More respondents speak of “switching” between their different cultures depending on 

the circumstances. Although most of the respondents subscribe to the definition of culture as 

“everything” and consequently can identify culture in various forms, they also express that 

their homeland culture is more ‘cultural’ than the Swedish one. That is, when they are doing 

something that is part of their homeland’s culture, they feel that they are actively doing 

something cultural, whereas doing the same or similar thing but “in the Swedish way”, is not 

as clearly defined as culture or cultural. Some make a distinction between Swedish culture as 

                                                 
22 Translated from Swedish. 
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“everyday culture” and their homeland’s culture as the one reserved for special occasions or 

specific rituals. This implies a difference in the level of cultural consciousness, where 

Swedish culture becomes the commonsensical, everyday background culture, and the 

homeland’s culture is an active, conscious “doing”. This is also related to the previously 

stated one-sidedness of cultural change, where the homeland culture is more often the object 

of change simply because it is more actively defined as culture.  

In relation and slight opposition to this, culture is also defined as relational, meaning it 

transcends the bonds of circumstance. As many of the respondents explicitly and implicitly 

state, what defines and highlights a certain culture is many times its difference from other, 

surrounding ones. Hence, people only become aware of their culture when it clashes with 

another – that is, when it can no longer be unconsciously taken for granted. Respondent 14 

remembers becoming aware of her (parents’) culture by comparing its customs and language 

to those of her friends, whereas respondent 19 says that her culture “shows” sometimes in her 

encounters with Swedes, as her culturally programmed behavior stands out in comparison to 

theirs. This relationality is also highly noticeable when the respondents speak of returning to 

their homelands, especially the first return after the migration, where their encounters with 

countrymen highlight the influences of Swedish culture of which they are mostly unaware 

before this encounter. Thus, in comparing their original culture to that of their countrymen, 

they become aware of the changes that have occurred within it throughout their life in 

Sweden. This pinpoints migration as a catalyst for cultural change, as it enables meetings 

between different cultures, which creates the clashes between them that highlight each 

culture, and become the space in which cultural change and re-construction can occur.  

In sum, although culture can be limited to circumstance, it is in the “switches” between these 

circumstances, in the processes of ascribing certain cultures to certain circumstances, and in 

the meetings between different cultures that cultural changes take place.  

5.2.3.2 Individual and collective 

As the previous results regarding community and identity have shown, culture and cultural 

changes can be found on both individual and group level. The respondents mix these levels 

continually throughout the interviews. One interesting finding regarding cultural change is 

that it seems to be an innate part of their lives, even pre-migration. Several of the respondents 

speak of always feeling different from others, even in their homelands. For some, this 

difference has been a part of their life as a minority in their country of origin (more on this 
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below under Fixed and Flexible). For others, this feeling of difference has been present even 

within their most intimate community. For example, respondent 21 says that her family and 

friends have always seen her as somewhat of a “weirdo”, and remarked on how she is 

different from her siblings and peers: “For my friends, I’m already a person, who, who 

doesn’t belong to their culture.” For these respondents, migration and living in another 

country has not been a decisive factor for being different, but rather provided another way of 

being different. In fact, for some respondents, being different has been the very reason for 

migrating, so as to find a place that feels more like their own. Most of all, migrating to 

another country has for these respondents been a way of freely expressing their difference 

and shaping their lives according to their own desires, away from the pressures of their 

societies and social groups. Some of the respondents also spoke of cultural change as part of 

their personal growth. This was specific for, but not restricted to, those respondents who 

migrated to Sweden as children or youths, and have thus grown up in a bi-cultural setting. For 

these respondents, culture has been an important part of self-reflection and the steps taken 

towards becoming an adult. Respondent 1 states that the cultural clashes he has experienced 

has been with his family, not society, and they have been a large part of adolescent identity 

search. Respondent 11 connects changes in his cultural thinking and expression with 

confrontations between him and his parents. For them, cultural changes have often been 

active, conscious acts of distancing oneself from thoughts and ways of life propagated by 

their parents, but with which they do not agree.  

For some, the changes they have made begun already in their homelands and is being carried 

out by their countrymen who have remained there as well, albeit in a less active or more 

hidden way because of authoritarian governments and societal pressure. Some view these 

changes as positive: less religious and political dogmatism is an example of positive changes 

in Iran, taking steps towards more gender equality in South Korea another. Others worry over 

certain developments in their homeland, like respondent 9 who feels that there is a growing 

disregard for the value of aesthetic culture such as art in his homeland, or several of the 

respondents from non-Western countries who feel that human rights and equality issues are 

not improving there. Several respondents speak nostalgically of a homeland that no longer 

exists, because changes there have rendered their perceptions, based on memories, incorrect. 

Thus, in contrast to change being individual, some respondents speak of change, especially 

cultural, in more general terms. Globalization is mentioned by some of them as a general 

process affecting all cultures, and it is seen both positively as multiculturalism, enabling 
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meetings and exchanges, and more negatively as a threat to identity and as an increased 

commercialism, hollowing the sense of cultural worth. Though spoken of in general terms, 

the respondents still relate to these changes from an individual perspective. The identification 

of changes and issues in their homelands is made possible by their unique (and, according to 

some of them, privileged) perspective of being both outsider and insider in the country, and 

from the above-mentioned comparison between their own changes and their countrymen’s. It 

is also enabled by continuous and close contact with relatives and friends in their homeland, 

in which social media and the Internet in general plays a large part. Finally, some speak of 

cultural changes in terms of generational differences, which are happening universally, and 

where migration plays a lesser role than globalization and the advancement of technology.  

Cultural change thus takes place within the interplay of individual actions and collective 

streams that are both constituted by these actions, and determine them.  

5.2.3.3 Fixed and flexible 

As mentioned above, some of the respondents have a life-long experience of being in the 

minority culture, surrounded by a majority culture which is different from theirs. All of the 

Armenian respondents from different countries, the two Kurdish respondents from Turkey, 

and the Afghan respondent from Iran, all speak of having to relate to society as an outsider, 

as someone different from the standard. For these people, culture has always been the 

fundament of their identity, and the decisive factor for their sense of belonging and way of 

life. However, their experiences of relating to society as part of a minority, has also provided 

them with the knowledge and skills necessary to handle this in a successful way. Migrating to 

a new country has not changed their status as belonging to a minority, different from the 

standard, but merely the standard to which they must relate, and their previous life in the 

homeland has prepared them for this task of relating. In other words, for these respondents, 

culture provides both the stability of being fixed to a specific identity, and the flexibility 

required to navigate as a migrant in a new country. Cultural change, in the form of a constant 

negotiation between adaptation and maintenance (see below), is a way of life for these 

people, and because of this condition they have acquired specific skills needed to manage it. 

These skills highlight the next and final definition of culture: culture as a tool. 

5.2.4 Culture as a tool 

Throughout the interviews, the respondents speak of culture as the object of change; they 

speak of changes in their cultural values affecting how they think and act, of changes in their 
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interactions with others and about specific changes like drinking coffee or decorating for 

Christmas. However, the respondents also state, implicitly and explicitly, that they also use 

culture as a method for change, navigating between choices using the specific skills and 

knowledge their and other cultures provide them. As stated above in the section on 

interaction, people learn how to behave towards others and how to act in different situations 

from their culture (equating culture with socialization, as these respondents do.) Following 

this, it becomes apparent that people also learn how to instigate and handle change from their 

culture, even when these changes regard culture itself. From the data, three main methods of 

active cultural construction can be discerned: picking and choosing, adding and reducing, 

and finally a negotiation between adapting and maintaining. The following section is a 

description of these methods, as well as an explanation of how culture is used as a tool in 

their execution.  

5.2.4.1 Picking and choosing 

In an almost eerily similar fashion, many of the respondents speak of how they, in the flow of 

their everyday lives as well as in specific moments, consciously and actively construct their 

culture by “picking and choosing” from the smorgasbord of different ideas, values, behaviors, 

customs, traditions, and material objects like food, clothes and decorations, made available to 

them through their knowledge of and participation in more cultures than just one. Respondent 

4 speaks of specific things she has chosen from her culture, such as her clothing and caring 

very much about others, and from Swedish culture, such as listening attentively to her 

children or asking for a dance as opposed to just dragging someone out on the dance floor. 

Respondent 12 says she prefers the Swedish way of thinking about equality and 

independence over her culture’s, and thus has replaced the latter with the former. 

Respondents 13 and 19 also speak in terms of picking what is “best” of both cultures and 

combining them. Their actions are echoed and described by respondent 2, who says:  

I think you can choose, but I think most people that migrate a lot, […] they choose 

different parts of different cultures that they like. ‘Oh I like the politics in this 

country, oh I like the food in that country, and the architecture is nice here, and 

the church are nice there so…’ They pick what they like and they make up their 

own identity. 
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Respondent 14 elaborates on this by stating that “…we totally pick and choose the cultures 

that are more… aligned to us”23, thus pointing to the decisive factor in our choice-making 

activities: the level of agreeance between the alternatives available, and our own values. 

Going back to respondent 19, she says that the choices we make are often regarding values 

and issues close to our hearts. This points to the circulatory and meta quality of culture in the 

construction of cultural changes: choosing is done in accordance with the values people have, 

which are (partly) cultural; in the process of picking and choosing, people use their existing 

cultural values as a guide for what to pick and choose; through this process of picking and 

choosing, people construct new cultural values. Culture is thus used as both the method for 

and the object of change, and becomes a sort of figurative water fountain, replenishing itself 

with its own waters, flowing slightly differently with each stream, and carving out the 

surrounding rocks in the process, thus changing the routes available for its stream, in a 

continuous flow.  

5.2.4.2 Adding and reducing 

Similar yet slightly different to the method of picking and choosing, is the one of adding and 

reducing different parts of cultures, in the construction of a new, overlapping culture that 

contains all the cultures it is built from, but is also more than just their sum. For most of the 

respondents, migration to Sweden has given them the freedom to shed aspects of their 

homeland culture that they find problematic, and to adopt new aspects of culture which they 

find agreeable. Rather than picking and choosing specific instances of cultural expressions, 

this is about either amplifying or toning down certain cultural traits, in an attempt to adjust to 

the needs and requirements of the new society and situation one is in; or as respondent 19 

calls it, “smoothing the edges.”24 Apart from the examples mentioned throughout this 

chapter, respondents speak of re-discovering parts of their original culture that were not 

available to them in their homeland, or finding fertile soil for previously existing but 

underdeveloped seeds of culture that are encouraged and have growing space in Swedish 

culture. The respondents from Iran and Turkey, regardless of their culture, speak of how the 

newly-won freedom of expression in Sweden has allowed them to pick up art and music that 

was previously lost to them because of oppression. Participation in cultural communities, as 

mentioned in the section on community, has amplified the cultural aspects of identity and 

actualized a conscious use of culture in life. Respondents 6 and 15 started listening to their 

                                                 
23 Emphasis added. 
24 Translated from Swedish.  
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homeland’s native music after discovering they had a need for it when it was no longer 

“background noise”. Respondent 16 learned how to cook the traditional dishes of her original 

culture to add to her sense of cultural identity and belonging. The example of less socializing 

described above is one of reduction, albeit not always a willing one, as are examples of less 

rigid rules of interaction mentioned by several respondents. Overall, people act out as much 

of their culture as their surroundings allow, which in the case of migration to Sweden means 

adding to some parts, and reducing others.  

5.2.4.3 Adapting and maintaining 

The social definition of culture is an important implication for how culture changes and how 

people actively change it themselves. As respondent 1 states, culture is fitting in; adapting to 

others, and behaving in a proper way, is culture. The definition of culture as ‘farhang’, as 

described above, further highlights its social nature and its use as a guideline for social 

interaction. Many other respondents speak of how culture has taught them how to behave 

among others, what is and is not appropriate, and define cultural change as active choices to 

behave differently than they previously did. Thus, adapting to others and changing your 

behavior according to the circumstances, is in itself culture. Some respondents also speak of 

culture, or being cultured, as a skill, an ability to “read” the people in your environment and 

act according to the requirements of the specific circumstances. In this definition of culture, 

change is an inherent and inevitable part of it, and having cultural abilities enables people to 

change as needed. Respondent 11 says, when asked what is the most important part of 

culture, that it is to not isolate yourself within just one, and to adapt to the one you’re living 

in. This defines the execution of culture as adaptation and negotiation.  

Contrary to this, some respondents define culture, and its most important factor, as 

maintenance. In this definition culture is both the object and the tool for maintenance 

throughout migration and change. Maintaining one’s culture, in the form of language, values, 

traditions, behaviors and habits as well as holidays, music and food, is a way of maintaining 

one’s identity and establishing a sense of stability in a changing and turbulent life. 

Respondent 10 defines culture as the identity and way of life that you bring with you from 

your home country to the new one. In this very specific definition, culture is practically an 

artefact, carefully crafted and packed down as luggage to bring to the new country, to use as 

an anchor. When asked what the most important thing about culture is, respondent 12 
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answers: “Hmm… to keep it”25, and respondent 10 says that maintaining your culture helps 

you to not forget your roots.  

Overall, the choice between either adapting to a new culture or maintaining one’s own comes 

down to several factors. It is, as evidenced by the act of “picking and choosing”, a question of 

personal preference; it also abides by the rules of what is possible and necessary, as the 

examples of adding and reducing show. Beyond this, choices are made in relation to their 

perceived consequences for the culture, as well as for the individual. The respondents who 

were minorities in their homeland maintained a distinctive culture and guarded it carefully 

while living there; in Sweden, they are more open to adaptation and cultural exchange. This 

is because the majority culture of their homelands is perceived as more different from theirs 

than the Swedish one, and the society perceived as more oppressive, thus presenting a greater 

threat to the survival of their culture. Without that threat, cultural change is more welcome. 

Respondent 16 highlights this when she says: 

Yes, that… that it is fun to, eh… That you have several cultures. It might clash 

sometimes, but… If you… think positively you can combine them in a good way. If 

you are not forced from… or, if the others around you don’t force you, I think you 

can take the best from it.26 

Even on an individual level, respondents show a greater propensity for change if that change 

is perceived as leading to a better life, exampled by changes towards higher gender equality, 

loosened restrictions of interaction, and more individual autonomy, among others. This is 

described perfectly by respondent 14: “…so, yes, I was ready to adapt because I knew that I 

would be adapting to something good…” 

In sum, culture can be used for its own maintenance, or for adapting to other cultures, in 

different ways and depending on preferences, needs and perceived consequences of the 

changes. Apart from being used as a tool in and through its specific elements and 

expressions, such as values or material objects, culture is also used in its specific form, 

explored below, as a skill.  

                                                 
25 Translated from Swedish.  
26 Translated from Swedish. 
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5.2.4.4 Culture as a skill 

As mentioned earlier, many of the respondents see culture as a provider of social skills, 

teaching them how to interact with others. From their testimonies, it seems that this specific 

function of culture, in combination with the heightened cultural awareness and the meetings 

with other cultures brought about by migration, gives people particular abilities of cultural 

navigation. 

[I]t’s good, because I am reminded that, that it’s not certain that what I think… is 

right. So then, then one is reminded that there are different perspectives, so you 

have to […] have respect for differences. […] People can be different and it 

doesn’t need to, I don’t need to be right and they are wrong. […] We are simply 

different. […] 

[Interviewer] And so it is of help that you yourself have a, background… 

Yes, exactly, I have maybe like, I have an understanding for it. A little more I 

would say than Swedes, ehm, who are only raised, or not just Swedes, all, all 

people who are raised with one culture… have maybe a harder time to understand 

that, the difference.27 

This quote by respondent 10 is just one example of what many respondents bring up as a skill 

they have acquired through living with several cultures. The necessity and process of 

navigation, a constantly on-going one in their lives, has heightened their emphatic abilities 

and made them more aware of the existence of multiple perspectives which are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive or in competition with each other. Respondent 9 states that his 

multiculturality helps him navigate through the confusion caused by globalization; respondent 

11 says that growing up with a different than Swedish culture has made him respect and 

considers other’s choices more, as they can be based on cultural ideas not always discernible 

to others. Respondent 2 finds it difficult to discuss serious issues with people who have never 

travelled elsewhere, as they are often restricted to one mindset and not open to others:  

I don’t think there is a truth, or truth that we can grasp as human beings, but I 

think the more you travel the more you see. The closer you come to truth, because 

you have different perspective[s] on a specific topic. So I think it helps me to… to 

get the bigger picture, you know. […] The more I see different aspects on a 

                                                 
27 Translated from Swedish and shortened for cohesion.  
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specific topic, the more I can… see more clear how… how the problem actually 

is.28 

In this sense, the ability to change culturally and navigate between different cultures becomes 

a strength, helping people understand themselves and others better, and affords them skills 

that can be used in personal interaction as well as in work. In other words, being exposed to 

cultural changes makes you better at handling them, in a way the respondents speak of in a 

somewhat quantitative sense, where the more you do it, the better you get. Thus, culture 

becomes a skill when a need for it arises, and is developed just like other skills through 

exposure and training.  

  

                                                 
28 Shortened for cohesion. 
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6. Conclusion 

This concluding chapter starts with a summary of the results presented in the previous 

chapter, ending with answers to the research questions. Further, there is a discussion of the 

results in relation to the previous research, the theory, and the method. Finally, the 

implications of this study for further research and practice are briefly discussed.  

6.1 Summary of results 

Starting with the respondents’ definition of culture, the ubiquitous and powerful status they 

ascribe it provides a key for understanding its impact on their lives and the processes that 

change it. Seeing culture as part of “everything” in their lives, and equating ‘cultural’ with 

‘social’, culture becomes both an underlying, “invisible” guide for living, as well as clearly 

manifested in detailed and often physical forms in the respondents’ daily lives. It exists in 

their personal relationships and daily interactions with others and in the languages they speak, 

and plays a major part in their self-reflection and personal growth processes. It also affects, 

and is affected by, general, large-scale movements in the world, such as globalization. There 

is an intimate bond between material cultural artefacts such as clothes and food, and the 

immaterial ideas and understandings that underlie the creation of these artefacts, and the use 

of the former often connects people to the latter in an explicit way. Culture is thus part of a 

wide range of phenomena, from the food people cook to how they raise their children. 

As for change, although some of the respondents speak of the importance of cultural 

maintenance, and the use of culture for preservation of identity and community, all of the 

respondents also speak of change as a natural, on-going process. This change is often defined 

as a negotiation between maintaining, adding and letting go of specific cultural ideas and 

practices, as well as incorporating new ones from other cultures. It is not a static change, and 

changes are not made for good; some choices between cultures are circumstantial and the 

change is restricted to a certain situation. Many of the changes are elusive internal changes of 

ideas and ways of thinking; others are concrete, practical changes of how things are done. 

While some of the changes are done in an un-conscious or semi-conscious way, many are 

also deliberate negotiations based on reflection and convictions of right and wrong. The 

respondents speak of “picking and choosing” different aspects of their cultures, in the process 

of an active construction of a third “in-between” culture that contains parts of its building-

stone cultures but also transcends them.  

It can be questioned if these changes are truly cultural ones, specific for people who migrate 

to another country, or if they are simply changes that many, perhaps even most people go 
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through even if they remain in their homeland. Some of the respondents raise this question, 

reflecting during the interview over how “cultural” their cultural changes really are. As the 

results show, many of the respondents seem to be prone to change and have been in a state of 

flux throughout their whole lives; many of the changes they have fulfilled began in their 

homelands, and were only completed after migrating because the new environment allowed 

for and enabled them. Some of the changes are also happening simultaneously in the 

respondents’ homelands, in the host country, and in the world in general, and their personal 

changes are part of a greater movement. Although there is no definitive, clear answer to 

which changes are truly cultural and a result of migration, the respondents’ definitions of 

culture is, again, a key in trying to discern an answer. As the study shows, for people who 

live in a state of unsettledness, as migrants and minorities in their country of residence, 

culture is always current and relevant. This, together with the important and powerful role 

ascribed to culture in their definitions of it, means that culture is an inevitable part of these 

changes, whether as the object of change itself, or as the enabler of changes and the tool for 

their construction. The specific definition of cultural change as an ability or skill that comes 

about through multiculturality further emphasizes the powerful role played by culture and the 

use of it as a tool for navigating through life. This, finally, also points to people’s perception 

of their own agency in the construction of cultural changes: seeing it as a skill, and actively 

“picking and choosing” different parts of different cultures, suggests that although culture 

sometimes acts as an autonomous and taken-for-granted ruler, it is also highly dependent on 

people’s active and conscious construction and definition of it.  

The research questions can thus be answered as follows: 

4. Which changes in people’s lives do they define as cultural changes, and which of these 

do they see as a result of migration? 

Since people define culture as “everything” and use cultural and social interchangeably, all 

changes are at least in part cultural or at any rate culturally influenced. Migration is not the 

main reason for change, but rather provides new environments and conditions that trigger or 

enable changes. Many of the respondents have experienced cultural changes throughout their 

whole life, and see these happening to their countrymen and others who have not migrated. 

Migration can however work as a direct catalysator for change, in the cases where it limits or 

enables access to specific cultural communities, ideas, or material artefacts.  

5. How do these cultural changes manifest themselves in people’s everyday lives? 
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The most salient manifestation of cultural change can be found in the cognitive state of those 

experiencing it; a higher level of cultural consciousness, brought about by no longer being 

able to take culture for granted, and constantly being reminded of it through meetings with 

other cultures. The respondents report living in a constant state of cultural unsettledness, 

where culture has to be actively defined, chosen and constructed, and where change in the 

form of constant negotiations is an inherent part of life. Apart from this, there are also many 

concrete changes, both of immaterial thoughts and ideas, and of material things such as food 

and decorations.  

6. What do people think of their own agency in the construction of these changes? 

People’s agency in the construction of cultural changes can be described as a mix of 

conscious acts of choosing between different alternatives, and less conscious attempts at 

“fitting in” and “going with the flow”, which seem to be mostly instinctual. There is however 

a particular emphasis on using culture as a tool, and cultural negotiation as a special skill that 

one acquires through experiences of migration, and all of the respondents show high levels of 

cultural consciousness and reflection.  

6.2 Results in relation to previous research 

On the whole, the results of this study confirm the main definitions of culture found in the 

previous research: culture as community, culture as expression, and cognitive culture. These 

definitions are echoed in the results as the definitions of culture as community, culture as 

expressed through language, during holidays and other specific cultural acts and artefacts, 

and in the values and ideas that can be found throughout the results. However, the results of 

this study show that culture is also much more. Defined as “everything”, culture resists the 

narrow limitations of the previous research, and can be found and studied in virtually every 

aspect of life. In a further elaboration of this, the definition of culture as ‘social’ makes a 

clean break with the anthropological heritage that even most of the sociological studies in the 

previous research use, and the several specific examples of the social forms of culture 

demonstrate just how culture shapes and is expressed in and through social structures. The 

definitions of culture as dynamic and, especially, as a tool, are almost non-existent in the 

previous research (at least in explicit form), and with the exception of the very few studies 

that employ Swidler’s theory, the demonstrations of deliberate and conscious construction of 

culture is perhaps the main difference between the results for this study and those of the 

previous research. Thus, this study does not challenge the definitions of culture in the 
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previous research, but merely shows that a more open definition containing room for all the 

different meanings and levels of culture, or a study open to people’s own definitions of 

culture, can show not only the connections between the different definitions, but also show 

more in-depth how these definitions play out in real life, as well as people’s active and 

conscious constructions of culture in its various forms.  

Another difference is in the sampling of respondents. Whereas most of the previous research 

designates culture to specific, clearly demarcated cultural groups, this study’s sample was 

deliberately left open to the inclusion of people from several different cultures, so as to avoid 

making it a study of one specific group and enabling a study of potential cross-cultural or 

more universal patterns. These patterns were indeed found and despite their different 

backgrounds, most of the respondents gave very similar answers. As studies of migration, 

globalization, and multicultural communities become ever more relevant, focusing on cross-

cultural structures as opposed to intra-cultural ones may provide a more effective way of 

finding a common ground to build theories and policies on. This approach might also prove 

fruitful in regards to the failure of community-limited research to adequately explain 

differences within a community or similarities across several. However, it is important to 

note that the results clearly show that cultural community, as well as the identity that is 

constructed within and in relation to, is still a very important function of culture, and the 

division of people into different cultural communities cannot be completely ignored or side-

stepped. Perhaps a good middle-way can be found in allowing study subjects to define their 

own cultural belongings instead of imposing one on them, and remaining open to the 

possibility, and increasing probability, of a multitude of cultural belongings.  

Finally, in regards to one of the problematic elements pin-pointed in the discussion of the 

previous research (page 11 above), this study has revealed some interesting results connected 

to the temporality of cultural changes, namely that they are constant and continuous processes 

without specific starts or ends. In fact, as the definition of culture as a skill gained through 

living bi-culturally implies, migration seems to render constant cultural consciousness and 

navigation as a way of life. This implies either of two opposing things: studies of cultural 

change after migration do not need to be confined to a specific time (for example right after 

arrival to the host country), because they are constantly on-going; or, on the contrary, the 

results of studying cultural change will vary according to when in relation to the migration 

they were studied, as the on-going nature of changes implies there are different stages of 
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them. Neither the previous research nor this study, however, give any conclusive answers to 

the link between time after migration and the study of cultural changes.  

6.3 Results in relation to theory 

The purpose of adding Swidler’s and Wade’s theories of culture to the basic one of meaning-

making described by Spillman and exemplified by Alexander, was to create a theoretical 

framework that would allow a more open approach to culture, including its potential 

functions of construction and agency. It was also an attempt to move the theoretical 

foundation away from the value-oriented paradigm of anthropology, making a clearer 

connection between cultural and social forms and structures. As the results show, values and 

meanings are very much an important part of culture, and remain among its most salient 

functions. However, the results also confirm Swidler’s concept of culture as a toolkit, as most 

of the respondents speak of the skills provided to them by their culture, such as skills of 

social interaction, empathy, cultural navigation and so on. The respondents also speak about 

culture in the dynamic sense proposed by Wade, when they mention change as an inherent 

part of culture, position themselves within and in-between several cultures, and see 

multiculturality as a strength. For most of the respondents, migration and the cultural changes 

it has brought about are not seen as a threat to their original culture, although some instances 

of it might be lost, but rather as something that has made them more aware of their culture, 

and in some cases even enabled a deeper connection with it (as in the cases where living in a 

democratic country has allowed them to express their culture in ways not possible before).  

In a way, the fact that the respondents’ definitions of culture are what guides their 

experiences of change and agency, confirms the definition of culture as underlying 

understandings guiding structures and action, in Alexander’s words. However, since the 

definitions are themselves used as “tools” for the understanding and creation of changes, the 

added dimensions of practical use and agency provided by Swidler’s and Wade’s theories 

have been shown to be relevant and necessary. Taking a cue from Swidler and placing the 

study of culture within a form of unsettledness, migration, has highlighted the heightened 

cultural awareness that the respondents show signs of. Of course, drawing the conclusion that 

their cultural awareness truly is heightened, would require comparing it to a “control group”, 

so to speak, of non-migrants. However, as many of the respondents explicitly speak of 

experiences of discovering the taken-for-granted impacts and functions of culture after 

migration, this conclusion is not far off. Further, the active choices, the “picking and 

choosing” of different aspects of different cultures for the creation of a new one that 
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surpasses the original ones, and the way that the respondents speak of these changes in terms 

of whether or not they really are cultural changes and how circumstantial they are, falls in 

line with Wade’s concept of cultural change as a social construction. The results show that 

the respondents actively construct and define changes, together with others, and label these 

changes differently depending on the type of change and the circumstances in which it shows. 

Finally, the use of culture and cultural navigation gained through multiculturality as tools, 

confirm Wade’s expansion of Swidler’s toolkit, as it shows that people can actively use 

different aspects of culture in their everyday lives, and employ a dynamic or reified definition 

of it to either preserve culture or to change it.  

The study has shown that in their reflection of the meaning and impact of culture in their 

lives, the respondents use a wider, more all-encompassing definition of culture than the 

academic one allows. They define it as “everything”, and do not differentiate as harshly 

between ‘cultural’ and ‘social’, but often use them interchangeably. Although an academic 

definition is specific and clear-cut by necessity, allowing a respondent’s own definition to 

guide the research can open up to some insights about the topic that a more discriminatory 

definition might not have given access to. In this study, keeping strictly to culture as either a 

value-system, or as a toolkit, or as the underlying meanings guiding people’s behavior, might 

have created a blind spot for its connection to the respondents’ social habits and relationships, 

particularly their role and how they are affected in processes of change. Thus, the application 

of a merged theory, building on the basic concepts of meaning-making, culture as a toolkit, 

and a dynamic view of culture, has allowed for the results to be analysed in a way that shows 

all of these definitions of culture, as well as their connections, and beyond.  

Like the previous research, the theories lack the aspect of temporality. Swidler gives 

examples of unsettled lives, but fails to mention how long this unsettledness actually lasts. 

She also seems to make a sharp distinction between “settled” and “unsettled”, stating that 

once a culture has gone through the processes of unsettledness, from ideology to common 

sense to overarching and taken-for-granted culture, it becomes settled. As the results show, 

however, most of the respondents, including the ones who migrated over 10, 20 or even 30 

years ago, and those who migrated as children, seem to be at least partially in a constant state 

of unsettledness as far as cultural awareness and active construction go. Wade’s dynamic 

view is closer to this way of life, but she does not go into the time aspect either. This fact, in 

combination with the constant meetings between cultures that are part of a multicultural 

society, begs the question: is it actually possible to “go back” to living a settled life, once one 
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has become aware of the mechanisms of cultural construction? And also: is the division 

between settled and unsettled lives a correct one, or do some people live constantly unsettled 

lives? And, as an elaboration of these: does globalization and its consequent multiculturality, 

changing the conditions for cultural exchange and construction, render previous theories of 

cultural definitions, construction and use irrelevant? As multiculturality seems to become the 

norm, these questions might lay the foundation for the development of new theories, better 

fitted for the study of cultures in a multicultural world. 

6.4 Results in relation to method 

The study was conducted through interviews, within the methodological framework of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. This meant a focus on people’s interpretations of 

their experiences, and the dimension of a double hermeneutics which allowed for a parallel 

interpretation of their interpretations. As there were 19 interviews transcribed verbatim, there 

was written material from a total of 841 minutes (just over 14 hours), meaning a considerable 

amount of data to analyze. In this daunting task, the application of the analysis methods of 

IPA were greatly helpful, as it made the data manageable, and created a balance between 

finding general patterns but also maintaining individual stories and quotes. The idiographic 

element of IPA supported the decision to define the sample generally, avoiding a focus on a 

specific cultural group, and instead focusing on individual accounts of migration.  

As discussed in the Method chapter, there are certainly limitations with interviews. The main 

implication on the results of choosing interviews is in its effect on the perceived heightened 

cultural awareness of the respondents. An interview situation is a very special one, and 

people are confronted with questions about things they normally take for granted. Speaking 

of things in this fashion can actualize them and render the results as being more significant 

than they actually are in people’s everyday lives. In other words, part of this heightened 

awareness might be ascribed to the method of interviewing, which might have given an 

exaggerated impression of how culturally aware the respondents actually are.  

The study followed the general trend of qualitative research found in the previous studies. 

However, seeing as the overall goal was to find potential universal patterns of cultural 

definitions and constructions of change, it might have been a good idea to be inspired by the 

quantitative studies, and formulate the study in the direction of a statistical or otherwise 

quantitative analysis of a larger sample. A historical perspective would almost have been a 

requirement for this type of study, as it would need to have a clear distinction between pre- 
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and post-migration definitions and factors of culture, so as to discern what the changes were. 

A survey, containing more closed-ended and (much) more narrowly delineated questions than 

the interview guide, could have revealed more consistent and closer-to-universal patterns, and 

less all-encompassing and varied results. This would, however, not have been in line with the 

interest and approach to culture that guided this study. 

6.5 Implications for further research and practice 

In in a very small and modest way, this study shows that the definition of culture, and the aim 

for studies within cultural sociology, are not yet definite. Perhaps it even shows that they 

might never be, and that this is not necessarily bad. The broad and all-encompassing 

definitions of culture the respondents have might be a proof of their uncertainty of the term, 

and of the strange situation of being confronted with taken-for-granted maxims that an 

interview is; but it might also be in line with a growing trend of a more dynamic view of 

culture, arising through globalization and multiculturality, in which cultural boundaries 

become less certain and relevant, while cultural awareness and skills provided by culture 

become increasingly more important. Either way, the gaps and unaccomplished ideas in this 

study suggest that more research, focused on cultural construction and agency as opposed to 

values, is needed in the field of culture and migration studies. The study also shows (although 

naturally not being representable for the whole highly heterogenous groups of migrants to 

Sweden) that when given the opportunity and proper circumstances, people are willing and 

capable of reflection, negotiation and re-construction of their ideas and ways of life. 

However, maintaining certain aspects of one’s original culture is crucial for a stable sense of 

identity and belonging, which in extension most likely have great impact on individual as 

well as collective wellbeing. Thus, integrational practices will likely benefit from an 

individual focus and processes that allow both preservation and adjustment, based on the 

underlying assumption that each individual has the skills and willingness necessary for a 

successful integration. 

Finally, although this study is very small and poses no ambitions of universality or 

representability, its results can be placed in a greater context of societal and global change. 

As noted in the Introduction, the world is in a state of flux, and cultural changes are occurring 

not only within the limitations of single individual lives or small communities, but also 

within the countries affected by globalization and migration, which at this point is pretty 

much all of them. The increase in meetings between different cultures, and the more dynamic 

view and use of culture renders old rules irrelevant and creates room for new definitions and 
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constructions. As people migrate and change their cultures, their migration also changes the 

cultures of the countries they migrate to. This is a growing trend of our time. Thus, the title of 

this study refers not only to the act of migrating and making cultural changes, but also to the 

general state of the world today: changing countries, changing cultures. 
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Appendix 1: Written information for interviews 

Information 
Denna intervju är en del av min masteruppsats i sociologi. Uppsatsens syfte är att undersöka 

människors upplevelser av kulturförändringar till följd av migration. Svaren i denna intervju 

kommer att sammanställas med svar från andra intervjuer och analyseras, i syfte att hitta 

gemensamma mönster. Alla svar, inklusive direktcitat, kommer att anonymiseras så att ingen 

enskild person kan identifieras.  

Endast jag har tillgång till ditt namn, kontaktuppgifter, och det inspelade och nerskrivna 

materialet från intervjun.  

Om du är intresserad av att ta del av uppsatsen när den är klar, skickar jag den gärna via mail. 

Meddela mig i sådana fall så lägger jag till din mailadress. 

Kontaktuppgifter: 

Tzovinar Yeranossian 

tzovinar.y@gmail.com 

073-818 21 19 

Handledare: Ugo Corte, ugo.corte@soc.uu.se. 

 

Uppsatsen skrivs inom ramen för Masterprogrammet i samhällsvetenskap, inriktning 

sociologi. 

Sociologiska institutionen, Uppsala universitet. 

Engelska parken, Thunbergsv. 3H, Box 624, 751 26 UPPSALA, 018-471 5195, 

info@soc.uu.se. 

Information  
This interview is part of my Master’s Thesis in Sociology. The aim of the thesis is to examine 

people’s experiences of cultural changes due to migration. The answers in this interview will 

be compiled with answers from other interviews and analyzed, in order to find common 

patterns. All answers, including quotes, will be anonymized so that no individual person can 

be identified.  

Only I have access to your name, contact information, and the recorded and written material 

from the interview. 

If you are interested in taking part of the finished thesis, I will be happy to send it through e-

mail. Please let me know and I will add your e-mail address. 

Contact information: 

Tzovinar Yeranossian 

tzovinar.y@gmail.com 

073-818 21 19 

Supervisor: Ugo Corte, ugo.corte@soc.uu.se. 

 

The thesis is written within the Master’s Program in Social Sciences, Sociology. 

Department of Sociology, Uppsala University.  

Engelska parken, Thunbergsv. 3H, Box 624, 751 26 UPPSALA, 018-471 5195, 

info@soc.uu.se. 



  

 

Appendix 2: Interview guide  

English 

Background questions 

1. Where were you born? 

2. When and why did you leave your homeland? 

3. Have you been living in Sweden since then (or somewhere else as well)? 

4. Family situation (married/single, children, extended family, housing etc.) 

a. If married/has a partner, are they of the same culture or other? 

5. Occupation, education 

Definition of culture questions 

6. What does the term ‘culture’ mean to you? 

a. (Prompt) Which are the most important factors of culture? 

7. During which circumstances in your life do you feel that you are doing something that 

you would define as culture or cultural?  

8. What does culture contribute to your life?  

Self-positioning and identification questions 

9. Which culture or cultures do you feel that you belong to? One more than others? 

10. Do you feel that you are free to choose your cultural belonging, or that you are restricted 

to one/some? 

11. Are there parts of your culture/cultures that you had or did when you were in your 

homeland, but that you no longer can or want to do? Examples? 

a. Why is this? 

b. Is this by your own choosing? 

c. How does it make you feel? 

12. Are there specific situations in which you feel a change in some parts of your culture? 

a. How do you feel at these times? 

13. Was there a specific time or situation when you first noticed that your culture or parts of 

it had changed? 

a. What was your reaction to this? 

14. When you first came to Sweden, did you make any decisions about how you were going 

to relate to the Swedish culture, and what you were going to do with your own? 

a. If so, have you kept these decisions? Why/why not? 



  

 

15. Are there situations when you feel that you are choosing between your own culture(s) and 

the Swedish one? Examples?  

a. If so, which one do you usually end up choosing? Why? 

16. Do you speak to your family or friends about these changes? 

Cultural change as an effect of migration questions 

17. Do you ever return to your homeland? If so, do you feel any changes in your culture 

while you are there? Before going? After coming back? 

18. Do you have contact with anyone in your homeland? If so, do you feel like they are 

different from you and do things differently? Examples? 

19. If you had remained in your homeland, do you think that you had made (some of) the 

same changes that you have made or experienced here? 

Reflection of interview questions 

20. Have you thought about your culture in this way before this interview? 

21. Has the interview given you some insights into how you think about culture? 

22. Do you think that the interview will change how you think about culture and what you do 

in the future? 

Open question/Would you like to add anything? 

  



  

 

Swedish 

Bakgrundsfrågor 

1. Var är du född? 

2. När och varför lämnade du ditt hemland? 

3. Har du bott i Sverige sedan dess (eller någon annanstans också)? 

4. Familjesituation (gift/singel, barn, familj/släkt, boende osv.) 

a. Om gift/partner, har partnern samma eller annan kultur? 

5. Sysselsättning, utbildning. 

Frågor om definition av kultur  

6. Vad betyder ‘kultur’ för dig? Hur definierar du det? 

a. Vilka är de viktigaste beståndsdelarna av kultur? 

7. Under vilka situationer eller omständigheter upplever du att du utövar kultur eller gör 

något kulturellt?  

8. Vad bidrar kultur med till ditt liv?  

Frågor om själv-positionering och identitet 

9. Vilken kultur eller vilka kulturer känner du att du hör till? En mer än de andra?  

10. Känner du att du är fri att välja din kulturella tillhörighet, eller att du är begränsad till 

en/vissa?  

11. Finns det någon del eller delar av din/a kultur/er som du gjorde eller hade när du var i ditt 

hemland, men som du inte längre kan eller vill ha eller göra? Exempel?  

a. Varför är det så?  

b. Har du valt detta själv?  

c. Hur känner du inför det?  

12. Finns det specifika situationer då du känner en förändring i någon del eller några delar av 

din kultur?  

a. Hur känns det vid dessa tillfällen?  

13. Var det vid något specifikt tillfälle eller situation som du först market att din kultur, eller 

delar av den, hade förändrats?  

a. Vad var din reaktion?  

14. När du först kom till Sverige, tog du några beslut om hur du skulle förhålla dig till den 

svenska kulturen, och vad du skulle göra med din egen?  

a. Har du hållit dig till detta/dessa beslut? Varför/varför inte?  



  

 

15. Finns det situationer där du känner att du väljer mellan din/a egna kultur/er och den 

svenska? Exempel?  

a. Om ja, vilken kultur brukar du oftast välja? Varför?  

16. Pratar du med din familj och dina vänner om dessa förändringar?  

Frågor om kulturförändringar som en följd av migration 

17. Återvänder du någonsin till ditt hemland? Om ja, känner du några förändringar i din 

kultur när du är där? Innan du åker? När du kommer tillbaka?  

18. Har du kontakt med någon i ditt hemland? Om ja, känner du att de är annorlunda än du 

och gör saker på ett annat sätt? Exempel?  

19. Om du hade stannat kvar i ditt hemland, tror du att du hade gjort (några av) samma 

förändringar som du har gjort eller upplevt här?  

Intervjureflektion 

20. Har du tänkt på din kultur på detta sätt (som vi har pratat om i intervjun) innan intervjun? 

21. Har intervjun gett dig en inblick i hur du tänker kring kultur?  

22. Tror du att intervjun kommer att förändra hur du tänker kring kultur och vad du gör i 

framtiden?  

Öppen fråga/Vill du lägga till något? 

  



  

 

Appendix 3: Excerpt from interview summary 
 

Definition of culture questions 

- What does the term ‘culture’ mean to you? Which are the most important factors of culture? 

Culture as entertainment vs the culture you come from, culture of your family and homeland. 

“…kultur som när man är hemma hos familjen.” Fitting in, adjusting. Family, (older) 

relatives. Language. Food, clothes. “Hemma hos mamma-kulturen”. Homeland culture is tied 

to the family, not to the actual country. (1) 

Culture as the way people behave and think. Speech, food. Interaction. Differences between 

cultures identify and define them. (2) 

Culture broad term, means a lot. Food, religion. ‘Farhang’ (education, civility, culture). (3) 

Everything is culture. Food, clothes, music, traditions. Most important thing is to be kind to 

others. Interaction. (4) 

Language, traditions, music. (5) 

Music, customs, traditions, habits. Communication. (6) 

Food, music, traditions, dance. Community, sense of belonging. Language. Sharing the 

everyday life with each other. (7) 

Means very much. Language most important part. Holidays. Education. (8) 

“Kultur, det är allt.” ”Utan kultur, no framtid.” (9) 

Identity. What you bring from your country to the new one. Traditions. Food, dancing. Joy. 

How to behave, rules. Like saying “You” instead of “you”. (10) 

Traditions, thinking, morality, values, how to behave socially. Language, religion. Music, 

movies etc. Most important thing with culture is to not isolate yourself within just one, to 

adapt to the one you’re living in. Important for society to have a developed culture, meaning 

giving space to aesthetic culture and prioritizing it. Culture and identity tied to emotions. (11) 

Thinking, behavior, rules. Most important thing about culture is keeping it. (12) 

Culture as control, especially for women. People forget religion and focus only on culture. 

Culture as what people will think (gossip). (13) 

Language. Customs, like drinking tea. Holidays and how they’re celebrated. Upbringing, 

child-rearing. Differences in cultures emphasizes each culture; aware of cultures because of 

differences between them (American – British English example). Socionorms. Traditions, 

holidays, food. (14) 

“…it’s what defines... uhm... life or identity or... […] And what makes life more beautiful, 

too.” Aesthetic culture as well as anthropological. Language most important, more 

identifying than location. (15) 



  

 

Special occasions, how to dress, how to behave. Most important thing is celebration, the fun 

things. (16) 

Social norms, codes, how people behave and react, how they dress, what is important to 

them, what is acceptable and approved and what is not. Most important thing is interaction 

between people. (19) 

Identity, language. Interaction with others. Most important thing is belonging. (20) 

Identity, collective or personal. Formed by experience. Attitudes most important. (21) 
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