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Introduction: The quest for integration in Sweden  

During the last few decades, the main motivation for immigration to Sweden has 

changed from work-related to family- and asylum-related (Schierup, Hansen & Castles, 

2009: 198ff). In distinction to previous asylum streams, more individuals are arriving 

from outside Europe, and fresh prognoses do not foresee any change in this pattern 

(Swedish Migration Board, 2015). Asylum immigration to Sweden has also increased 

to become among the highest per capita in Europe (INDIAC, 2014). In this context, 

political debates and public policies have sharpened focus on the issue of social 

integration of newcomers. From the beginning of 20th century, social integration in 

Swedish public sphere is increasingly associated with ‘structural assimilation’ that 

builds on immigrants’ establishment in the labour market. Although more traditional 

discourse of ‘acculturation’ is evident in Parliamentary debates, public opinion 

screenings and innovative educational practices such as semi-obligatory courses for 

immigrants on national culture and social organisation (Johansson Heinö, 2011). The 

state is assigned the primary responsibility for immigrants’ (economic) integration with 

an emphasis on guaranteeing social justice (ibid.). This mission appeared to be 

challenging. Along with increasing economic deregulation, the general difference in 

related resources with present-day immigrants has had an aggravating impact on the 

scope for immigrant integration in Sweden when it comes to employment, housing and 

education (Ekberg, 2006; Integrationsverket, 2002). The integrative measurements 

and actions covered by state institutions have also not been too successful 

(Riksrevisionsverket, 2015). The deficiencies in immigrant integration are therefore 

assessed as a pressing and important issue both in political and scientific discourse 

(Lundh, 2010).  

In this context, grassroots initiatives have started to emerge as sites of social 

entrepreneurship. The present study looks at the format and effects of an informal 

education programme for newly arrived immigrants named 'Capture the Moment and 

Learn Something New', organised in a small-sized town in western Sweden. Through 

qualitative network analysis, we demonstrate ways in which the programme facilitates 

the development of interconnections within the group of newcomers and formation a 

shared identity of a migrant, simultaneously helping acquisition of cultural fluency and 

social recognition that might improve migrants’ chances in establishing ties with the 

local Swedish community. The notion of social capital is employed to describe the 

range of resources accessible to the individual or a group through connection to a 

certain network (Portes, 1998; Lin, 2000). As further demonstrated, the programme 

leader functions as a ‘social broker’ (Burt, 1992, 2004), establishing and mediating 

connections between the local community and the migrant group. 

 

'Capture the moment and learn something new' 

The education programme (hereafter ‘Programme’) was launched in early spring 2014 

by a former immigrant who is also a teacher for newly arrived immigrants. It has been 
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running every week for three terms. The teacher got the idea behind the Programme 

during a one-day study trip arranged by the municipality and a local NGO. At this 

occasion, a group of immigrants was given the opportunity to visit regional attractions, 

including a swimming hall in a nearby town. The visit to the swimming hall turned out to 

be a disaster. According to the teacher, many of the participants in the study trip 

demonstrated a very limited understanding and consideration towards the 

establishment. They made noise, disturbed other guests and did not obey the 

established rules even when asked to do so. The overwhelming experience motivated 

the teacher to launch an education programme for newcomers. It was legitimized by 

the local authority and assisted to some extent by the local Protestant church.    

According to the Programme leader (personal communication, 13 May 2015), the main 

objectives of the educational sessions include:  

 creation of 'a meeting place for people… regardless of origin and religion'; 

 motivation of immigrants towards purposeful, active and responsible living;  

 fostering respect for differences and tolerance as a mean of preventing ‘religious 

fanaticism’ by training in the art of listening, understanding and discussing;  

 help those with traumatic life experiences that can lead to aggression and unrest;  

 enhance positive thinking and gratitude to others; 

 stimulation of interest in learning Swedish and providing initial support for this; and 

 assisting an exploration of the national culture and local community system. 

As summarised by the teacher, 'I have worked hard with them [trying to convey] that 

they should dare to feel trust and future faith, that they can become part of Sweden 

and not be against Sweden' (ibid).  

The Programme takes the form of a two-hour lecture every Sunday evening in the 

town parish house. The lectures broadly consist of two parts: language training and 

theatre plays. Meetings are typically held in several languages–Arabic, Swedish and 

English–with prevalence of Arabic since most of the groups turned out to be Arabic-

speaking. Sentences and expressions are given in Swedish first and then translated 

and explained in Arabic. Theatre plays are performed in Swedish. The texts and plays 

in the Programme mostly carry what we may call ‘moral messages’ about the rules of 

life, how to treat each other, to take responsibility and to appreciate what one has. The 

text excerpts are usually taken from biblical and other religious sources, but also from 

popular texts and proverbs such as ‘Chinese wisdom’, ‘folk tales’ and the like. The 

Programme ends each term with a celebration party, to which town inhabitants, 

business representatives and local authorities are invited for food and theatre.  

The number of participants varies over time, but usually amounts to between 15 and 

30. Most of them are between 20–60 years of age; both men and women are 

represented. An informal rule is that one participates only during one term, but it 

seems that many prefer to come back for subsequent terms.          
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Network-based social capital in theory and research  

The study employs a notion of social capital actively developing within social sciences 

during the last decades. Contemporary ‘neo-capital’ theorisations (Lin, 1999: 29-30) 

approach social capital at macro- and individual levels, emphasising the role of social 

ties and relationships of trust or resources in the terms of Robert Putnam and Pierre 

Bourdieu, respectively. Moreover, a specific trend—a network-based theory of social 

capital—has emerged that focuses on (inter)connections between individuals  and 

formal and informal institutions (Lin, 2000, 2008). Lin (2000: 786) defined social capital 

predominantly in terms of assets associated with a specific network being 

simultaneously irreducible to it, as 'investment and use of embedded resources in 

social relations for expected returns'. This includes ‘information,’ ‘influence,’ ‘social 

creditably and reinforcement’ (Lin, 1999: 31). In terms of profits, analysis can be 

directed to 1) ‘accessed social capital’ or resources associated with a specific network 

and potentially available to its members by virtue of membership and 2) ‘mobilized 

social capital’, a notion that stands for real gains of an actor’s telic efforts to utilise the 

network resources for specific ends via opted bonds (Lin, 2008: 52ff). These two 

factors combined are seen to constitute the value of social networks. The theory 

further differentiates between a system of linkages (network) and resources associated 

with it (social capital). A network serves as a tool for attaining certain assets; its 

features should be assessed within a particular context (ibid.).  

Variations in a network’s characteristics, such as depth of relationships and their 

mutuality, are imagined as a layered system. Lin (2008: 59ff) suggests distinguishing 

between ‘binding’, ‘bonding’, ‘belonging’ and ‘bridging’ types of network relationships to 

signify family/kin ties, mixed-type  ‘social circle’, institutionalized identity-generating 

links and cross-network connections, respectively. Binding and bonding ties were 

found especially functional for emotional coping and maintaining an individual’s daily 

life. In situations that demand involvement of new assets, however, those bonds can 

appear of limited use due to operation of the homophily principle: Partners of 

networked interactions tend to be quite alike, when it comes to status or resources. 

Trans-network connections then appear to possess special value, creating 

opportunities for a flow of information and other resources across ‘structural holes’ 

(Burt, 1992, 2004; see also Lin, 1999, 2008). 

The theory of social capital, including its network-based variation, is well integrated into 

migration research. Characteristics of ties can have both positive and negative effects 

on social capital and network-based revenue (Breton, 1964; Brisson & Usher, 2005; 

Cederberg, 2012; Kindler et al., 2015; Nannestad & Svendsen, 2008; Portes, 1998), 

facilitating a process of social inclusion or exclusion already inscribed in the network's 

structural positioning (Lin, 1999, 2000).  

 

Study methodology 

Mainstream studies on social capital are carried out in quantitative tradition (Svendsen, 
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2006), which seems to be especially pronounced in network-based research, since 

network analysis is primarily affiliated with the disciplines of mathematics and statistics 

(Luke & Harris, 2007). It operates with categories of 'nodes/actors' and 

'ages/relationships' (ibid.) and strives to assess connections among individuals, social 

positions or social groups (Lin, 1999). As an alternative to the dominant positivistic 

paradigm, an interpretive network approach has recently emerged. Svendsen (2006) 

studied integration of internal migrants within a Danish municipality and proposed a 

more flexible, open and explorative methodology based on unstructured and semi-

structured interviews and observations. Directed by the idea of social capital as 

'inseparably related to concrete discourses, social classifications, and identities in a 

specific time-space context' (p. 42), the scholar gradually moved from traditional 

'network mapping' towards in-depth description of sources and mechanisms of social 

and (self)isolation and social marginalisation. The data were organised in several 

thematic niches and analytically displayed in a chart.  

The current study undertakes and develops the open and inductive model suggested 

by Svendsen (2006). It utilises a case-study design that builds on collection and 

analysis of various empirical materials (Creswell, 2012). The research data come from 

twelve semi-structured interviews with current and former Programme participants, 

interviews and multiple communications with a Programme leader, and interviews with 

local church staff and several participants of the celebration party. Moreover, eleven 

hours of participant observation were conducted during the group meetings at the town 

parish house on Sunday evenings and at the celebration ceremony at the end of the 

Programme in early summer 2015. Video records of another two parties (summer 2014 

and winter 2015) were provided by the Programme leader. All the materials were 

converted into textual format, coded and analysed in regards to theory-informed 

meaning patterns. The study followed the established ethical guidelines for qualitative 

research in social sciences as defined by the International Sociological Association 

Code of Ethics (2001).  

 

Results 

Interviews and observations were carried out in May and June 2015. Seven interviews 

were conducted with female and five with male immigrants who have mainly stayed in 

the country from half a year up to three years, with one respondent having been in 

Sweden nine years. Respondents with foreign backgrounds were between 18 and 55 

years of age, housed at rented flats in the town, at the refugee camp or town refugee 

accommodation. Representatives of the ethnic majority were 55-80 years old, two 

women and a male local church staff member.  

In the presentation that follows, we describe the phenomenon of the Programme by 

organising the obtained data into three theory-inspired categories: social network, 

social capital and network-based revenue.  
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Social network  

The majority of immigrants waiting for a resident permit are placed at a refugee camp 

situated in a remote part of the town; here many of interviewees came to know each 

other. The refugee camp hosts people from different countries and up to twenty 

different languages might be spoken there. One of the participants reported difficulties 

in communication between individuals due to differences in language. NGOs 

sporadically took the initiative in bringing immigrants together on a picnic or to a 

restaurant. With the help of a translator, people could make some initial contacts with 

one another on such occasions. But more frequently, nothing much was reported to 

happen at the refugee camp: People were 'just sleeping and eating, eating and 

sleeping, sleeping and eating' (Interview Participant/ IP12). According to the national 

regulation, one can apply for a Swedish language course or society introduction 

courses only after receiving an identification number, and the paperwork can take up to 

several months. During this time, some interviewees felt increasing detachment from 

others, loneliness and frustration.  

The majority of participants learned about the Programme from the teacher who visited 

the refugee camp and presented to the inhabitants its general idea. The Programme 

leader also advertised the educational initiative at the local school where she was 

teaching, as well as among relatives and acquaintances with foreign backgrounds. 

Several participants indicated that initially they have become involved in the 

Programme due to the lack of other types of activities available to them and lack of 

contacts with other migrants and local community. Recognition of the importance of 

language and culturally specific knowledge may come somewhat later.  

 

Spaces 

There are several spots where migrants can meet other newcomers and members of 

the local ethnic majority, including the refugee camp, family residence area, school and 

gymnasium, church, sport clubs and community facilities (library, stores, hotels, 

playgrounds). Those can work distinctively in terms of facilitation or complication of co-

ethnic and trans-ethnic networking. Two examples will be considered, a local parish 

house and a food store. 

The very location of the meetings–a parish house–appeared to be an obstacle for 

some individuals in joining the Programme, particularly those with Muslim 

backgrounds. A Protestant church was seen as an inappropriate space, and visiting it 

would require permission from the Muslim religious authority. Challenged to try by one 

of their Christian counterparts, several Muslims eventually started to attend the study 

circle. In quite a distinctive manner, the interviewed church representative defined the 

parish house as a 'neutral space', as a general assembly site where everyone can 

come, while church was assumed to be a specific ideological domain.  Thus, 

misrecognition of the parish house by some migrants as a particularly marked symbolic 
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space might restrict their opportunities to engage in the Programme and thus work as 

a separating factor.  

Other spaces, such as a local food store, might be seen as facilitating interconnection 

between individuals in the local context, including the Programme participants. A food 

store—almost the only shopping place in the town—appeared to be among the main 

attractions for the local community and especially for newcomers who have not yet 

developed full orientation in the social cultural environment. Here, newcomers can 

meet each other quite frequently or can visit the shop together as a part of socializing. 

The Programme itself, a story was told, got its impetus due to a meeting at the food 

store between the Programme leader and a group of migrant women. The teacher 

experienced shortage of resources and planed to stop the Sunday sessions after the 

first term but was persuaded by the women to continue for another term. Women 

expressed their concern about limited opportunities to meet others, practice language 

and maintain general psychological well-being.  

 

Ties 

Even if many of the interviewed newcomers had some initial contacts in Sweden, the 

task of creating their own engagement in existing networks remained central to all 

study participants. The Programme facilitated development of new ties both within the 

immigrant group and across ethnic boundaries with the wider community.   

As reported in the interviews and confirmed during observation, interactions among 

participants took place during the Sunday meetings, but those were rather fragmentary 

and notably shaped by age and gender: Women interacted predominantly with other 

women and young people with others of the same age. Lectures were on average 

quite intense, but there was a space for spontaneous exchanges during preparation 

and a coffee pause. Group discussions were frequently carried out in native languages 

(mostly Arabic), which might frame interactive patterns among the participants. Several 

respondents also indicated they were building more stable relationships that went 

beyond the context of the study circle. Younger people can go out together to attend 

sport events (e.g., football, billiards). They were also more likely to attend the same 

school, which would strengthen interconnection. Middle-aged individuals might develop 

friendships with 2 or 3 other families from the same country. They might occasionally 

go shopping together, cook, discuss daily issues of school life to their children, and 

train in Swedish and other languages. Some families still live in the refugee camp, 

where space is usually limited. Then those who already have a flat in the residential 

area could invite others to their 'proper' home to sit and talk in more comfortable 

conditions. Thus, the Programme functioned as an important domain for establishing 

ties among immigrants, but not the sole domain. The effect was reinforced by linkages 

between individuals through other institutions and contexts, especially housing and 

education.  
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The more challenging issue was meeting Swedes. Several life situations facilitated the 

migrant’s interactions with local residents, including neighbours, teachers at school, 

staff at the refugee camp, church members, representatives of NGOs, participants of 

various sport activities and finally the audience of the final celebration. The Programme 

participants appeared rather open and active in contacts with individuals perceived to 

be members of the cultural majority. Our initial observation was very representative in 

this sense. Already during the first Sunday meeting at which we presented our study, 

obtained consent for observation and invited people to interviews, several participants 

initiated individual conversations with us together or separately. One young man 

inquired about an educational institution with which one of us is affiliated: what kind of 

disciplines and programmes exist, where to find more information. He was planning for 

higher education. A woman who seemed to be somewhat shy about speaking Swedish 

brought her small daughter to our table. We had our small son with us on this 

occasion, and the children were drawing something together, communicating in a 

simple manner. The situation demonstrated that supposed access to social capital is 

not always enough; one should be capable of mobilizing the embedded resources (in 

terms of Lin, 2008). Being limited in language fluency, the woman had to invent 

alternative means for a desirable interaction. Analysis of video records from closing 

parties also suggested that those migrants who may feel uncertain about their own 

capability to communicate in Swedish may shy away even in the situation of virtual 

opportunities to make contacts with local residents.  

Overall impressions of certain difficulties in getting in touch with local residents and the 

need for better mutual knowledge and recognition were frequently expressed in 

interviews. A middle-aged male respondent said: 

I think that when I talk to Swedish people, they would like to know who we are, how do 

we think what do we like, what do we need. We respect them, but there is no chance to 

meet each other, I don’t know why. Maybe when I work, I will meet Swedes and we will 

learn about each other. (IP12) 

One of such meeting opportunity was associated with housing. Several interviewed 

migrants indicated that they attempted contacts with Swedish-born neighbours with 

different degrees of success. Two female respondents reported good relationships with 

their neighbours, which were especially likely if they shared the same house and had 

some other occasions to intersect, for example, at school. In these interactions, 

newcomers can get help with Swedish and occasionally with job search. More 

frequently, however, such contacts are limited to 'small talk' and exchanges about 

cooking tips. One male respondent indicated a failure in establishing relationships with 

his neighbours, an elderly couple with one partner in a wheelchair. The man asked 

whether they would like him to help sometimes and received a negative reply, which 

was somewhat frustrating for him.  

Meetings at the local food store were also described as rather common and superficial. 

At the shop, migrants can encounter former schoolteachers or refugee camp staff 
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mainly with greetings and 'light' conversations. A former teacher described her 

frequent conversations with a female refugee who once attended her classes:   

She seems happy and friendly when we meet, sometimes in a hurry, just like me. But 

we go into the store often, standing at the fruit counter, for example. I ask about how 

things are going with the little one [a child], and she basically tells me how it is. I asked 

sometimes also on the progress of studies and work, but I do not anymore because it 

had never previously happened very much there and it feels a little uncomfortable to 

press on with such issues. Especially as it is me who asks and not she who tells 

voluntarily or asks something about it….I ask and she responds, then we go most often 

in opposite directions because we are going to buy various goods. (IP14)  

Mutual fears and anxieties, as well as 'we versus them' discourse were also present in 

respondents’ accounts.  One of the interviewed refugees pointed out that the 

geographical area in which he was placed is well known for high popularity of right-

wing politics, even though he could not detect this pattern in interactions with local 

residents; everyone seems to be nice and friendly. At the same time, the interviewed 

church staff expressed concern about religious radicalism associated with certain 

belief systems and highlighted positive effects of the Programme:   

[I]f someone is from /Middle East/, you never know really...who they are. They feel this 

themselves also, that extremism may be on the way, quite hidden. So...I know that it has 

been strained at times but it is an incredibly good integration work. Partly they feel well-

received, they feel they can relate to us and create a community with us and they feel 

they can do something too. (IP1)  

The final Programme celebration is yet another occasion for meetings between local 

residents and newcomers. At the party during the first study cycle, several refugees 

presented themselves in Arabic (the Programme teacher helped with translation) and 

in emerging Swedish. Younger newcomers talked about their success in learning the 

language and making friends; middle-aged, educated migrants emphasised their 

desire for mutual knowledge and cooperation with locals, as well as hope for decent 

living opportunities and standards in the new country. The theatre play had a double 

function. From the one side, it was supposed to summarise for the study group what 

was done during the term. From the other side, the spectacle demonstrated to the local 

residents that newcomers were familiar with western moral standards and could 

perform in a recognizable manner.  

Messages translated by the theatre performance might be perceived by the local 

residents as somewhat idealistic, like the remarks of a party guest:  

In a way, the content is trivial, at least for me. Sure, everyone has equal worth and all 

that stuff, and it's important to treat everyone equally and that should help anyone in 

need, regardless of who the person is. Maybe it is not always so in reality, not in 

Sweden, nor in many other countries, including the countries that refugees come from. I 

mean, it's clear that it's not so much. The society treated people differently, depending 

on whether one is rich or not, and on the basis of gender and age and nation. But I think 
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most of us probably really agree with the message of the plays and if we ask ourselves if 

we would probably like that it was so, that all are equal. (IP14)   

Participants of the study group recognized the generalised nature of the messages 

mediated as well. A young man who came alone to the country while his entire family 

remained back home in a dangerous environment noted on the topic of gratitude: 'If 

you do not have a family, it's not easy to be grateful' (IP3).  

Is it possible to establish contacts with a Swedish-born person at the party? Several of 

the interviewed migrants reported communicating with local residents in some way at 

the celebration. As noted during an observation session and in analysis of video 

records, the audience was rather loosely clustered, with some natives and migrants 

occasionally mixing with one another. Relatively segregated were foreign-born mothers 

with small children. One of participants, a middle-aged man who had come to the 

country quite recently but had progressed well in the language, reported having a good 

conversation at the party, followed by a home visit to a family of a local resident. But 

more frequently, communication seemed to be somewhat formal and sketchy from 

both sides. There is a certain etiquette to be followed. The interviewed elderly Swedish 

woman noted that she felt a need to be introduced by someone to new people. The 

interaction that followed was not easy either, since the conversational partners did not 

have much in common. Another respondent—a local resident—reported being 

involved in 'small talk' with a refugee she sat by. The conversation stopped when a 

coffee break was announced, and the woman headed towards the hall where 

refreshments were served.  

The celebration ceremony is also thought by the organisers to be an occasion at which 

one can meet local politicians, representatives of NGOs and local businesses to voice 

their needs and establish connections that can help in job searches and other 

individual and collective issues. Some representatives of the local administration were 

present at all three parties, although Programme participants expressed 

disappointment over the rather limited interest in their activities from the authorities and 

business organisations.  

 

Nodes 

Two actors were frequently named as significant nodes in cross-ethnic networking, a 

church representative and the Programme leader. The church representative came 

initially to check out what was happening at the Programme and stayed with the group 

through the first two study circles, facilitating discussions with language and intellectual 

contributions. The Programme participants reported developing more personal 

relationships with the man outside the Programme activities, including playing football, 

home visits and assistance with various practical issues. Still, his integration into the 

group was experienced as partial and somewhat paternalistic.  
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The Programme leader certainly played a central role in the migrants' local network. All 

participants indicated they were connected to the teacher and via her to one another, 

the local community and some of important institutions. Her multi-language proficiency, 

personal experience of refugees’ road into Swedish society, enthusiasm, 

entrepreneurial spirit, outstanding energy and will to help others made the teacher 

especially popular and trustworthy among the newcomers. Burt (1992, 2004) used the 

notion of 'social broker' to describe an actor organising and systematising interactions 

across loosely connected groups of people ('structural holes'). Social brokers facilitate 

diffusion of information, novelties and resources. The Programme leader engaged in 

broadcasting cultural and social information for the migrants and facilitating 

interactions with local authorities, NGOs and business actors aimed at supporting 

Programme activities and solving practical issues for participants.  

 

Social capital  

Research on social capital tends to assess resources embedded in the network in 

terms of 1) emotional support and 2) practical help, i.e., assistance in job search (Lin 

2008). We attended to those features of networking as well. The study further 

highlighted the role of insocialisation of a particular value frame that can mediate 

access to the resources potentially available for the network actors. 

 

Affective and instrumental support  

The Programme brought together refugees during their initial period of adaptation in 

the new country. For many, this experience was challenging, and for some, even 

frustrating. A possibility to meet during Programme sessions with compatriots going 

through similar stages of adjustment was seen as helpful. Discussions in class and 

outside the educational context occasionally involved dynamics of a self-help group. 

 

Instrumental support 

At the moment of interviewing, a majority of the participants were not directly 

concerned with job searches; language proficiency instead was a dominant focus. 

Among a few jobholders, one woman was working in the family business, another was 

in a cleaning service and the third one with a university diploma got an opportunity to 

teach Arabic-speaking students at the local high school, a placement found via 

relatives of a neighbouring Swedish family. But even for those who were employed, 

language fluency constituted the main concern as both a resource in itself that can be 

acquired by interactions with others (native speakers first of all) and as a factor 

conditioning the very possibility of such contacts. Interactions with local residents were 

appreciated among the respondents who perceived Swedes to be nice and friendly, 

but not very open to contacts with newcomers.  
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Cultural capital  

Culture-specific knowledge and skills mediate one’s opportunities in cross-ethnic 

interactions and networking. This included proficiency in Swedish language and a 

particular value system.  

 

Language  

Language practice was the major objective of the study circle. During observations, it 

was difficult for us to establish to what extent the didactical format undertaken may 

benefit the participants. A fast tempo, loading of classes with different types of 

information, loosely structured interaction and relatively large numbers of other 

languages employed (Arabic, English) might be seen as aspects differentiating from 

the dominant model of teaching-learning. However, the majority of the respondents 

indicated satisfaction with the language training they received. The very context 

motivating to use Swedish was appreciated, since frequently refugees had rather 

limited opportunities to use the new language and thus master it. Many indicated that 

they speak Swedish just couple of times a week (in a shop or at the doctor’s office), 

while migrants’ daily interactions were usually with family members and in their native 

language. A female respondent who went for an initial course in Swedish but currently 

was staying home with a child indicated that she has to struggle to maintain her 

language skills: 

When we meet each other and talk to each other we can develop in Swedish, so it is 

very good. I am at home now on parental leave and when I go to the meeting I talk some 

Swedish. It is very good to talk Swedish and learn the language. Not forgot what I’ve 

learned from the /previous course/. (IP2)  

Younger respondents might have some opportunities to speak Swedish at school, but 

expressed a general concern over the shortage of such practice. Apart from language, 

fluency in national cultural codes was seen as an important asset associated with 

Programme participation. 

 

Ideology 

A particular ideology based on ideals of tolerance, conflict avoidance, participation, 

justice, respect for law and individualism constituted a part of cultural expertise that 

migrants were expected to obtain alongside knowledge of cultural rituals and traditions. 

This was seen to a prerequisite for integration. A female participant explained the idea 

of the Programme and its effects:  

We talk about how we treat other people, and that we treat each other in a good way. 

And we can get on in society only if we learn that there are other people that we need to 

treat in a good way….We are also studying Swedish, reading and talking about the 

Swedish culture. And we read that there are not only rights of a community but also 
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obligations….I have learned to accept other people's opinions and not think that they are 

stupid or get angry, or stop talking to them….Before I came here, I mostly hung out with 

people like myself, and I thought that people with other opinions were wrong. Now I am 

more integrated. (IP6)  

Training in tolerance was especially important due to the pronounced religious 

heterogeneity of the migrant group. As indicated earlier, the Programme leader utilised 

biblical stories to exemplify value-claims, even though the study circle was advertised 

as an alternative language course. It appeared at times a challenge to manage 

interactions in the diverse audience composed of both Christians and Muslims of 

different orientation. Some participants left the class and never came back; others 

learned a new mode of interaction (individualism, attentiveness and respect) and the 

art of self-discipline that helped maintain relative peace and balance in a multicultural 

context. A male respondent indicated that he developed a habit of being open in his 

opinion and towards other viewpoints in general, simultaneously avoiding controversial 

topics:  

Everyone is responsible for oneself, don’t go to others’ business. From the start of the 

Programme, we learned to be open and integrate in the society we live, not just go with 

our own ideas….I am open in general, but if it seems that a person may create a 

problem, I don’t go for this kind of discussion. In Swedish society everyone has a 

freedom to say whatever one wants. I know several people who with 'fanatic 

backgrounds'. I don’t want to open such a discussion with them. (IP12) 

Overall, the enhanced experience of discussions, an opportunity to talk about a variety 

of topics that some individuals could never raise in their home country, was enriching 

and empowering. Those discussions have in time become increasingly productive with 

the incorporation of the Programme participants' affirmation of acceptance and non-

conflict exchange.   

The training seems to be quite successful with 'all those words and gestures that get 

stuck in your mind' (IP7). Even very young participants took part in the transformative 

processes. A story circulated in the group about a child attending the classes with his 

parents. He learned his first phrase in Swedish—'treat others as you would like to be 

treated yourself'—and was proudly repeating it to adults with an immediate note that 

he did not know for sure what this meant. Theatre plays could be seen as the most 

effective and thus the central tool for internalization of the specific value system. 

Biblical tales were carefully selected by the teacher to represent different life situations 

and variations in moral choices. Performances were practiced for several weeks at the 

Sunday meetings, even if the presence of the actors involved was rather fragmentary. 

Some performers seemed to come for the first time directly to the stage. The church 

representative who attended Program meetings contributed to preparation for the 

performance with suggestions on chorography. Men were overrepresented in the 

theatre group, with an exception of three young women. Women with small children 

preferred to stay in the audience, being engaged, however with the discourse 

maintained. As one female who did not participate directly in the artistic practices 
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explained their objectives with a reference to a biblical story about a woman caught in 

adultery:  

There is a purpose behind every play, deep ideas about your own life. It is important to 

use this language and this thinking. In some countries they used to make direct 

judgements and punish a person, probably to death, without law. I call this violence. 

Without showing to a person what I call forgiveness, without reporting to police that the 

person did wrong—no, they make own judgements. It is wrong. (IP11)  

Another respondent emphasised the role of language in acquisition of the new moral 

perspective:  

One learns to speak properly, so people can understand what it is they say. When 

playing theatre you must speak correctly, and you can use the hands and body when 

you should show something and not just with words. One can learn to imitate words, so 

you can articulate them in a good way. (IP6) 

In critical tradition, 'speaking properly' is closely associated with ideological training 

and the process of subjection-subjectification (Butler, 1995). Reproduction of the 

existing socio-economic order demands preparation of the labourers through education 

aimed at fostering a number of important competences (Althusser, 2008; Butler, 1995). 

'The skill of speech' is seen by Butler to be central. Since proficiency and obedience go 

hand in hand, training unavoidably deepens one’s subscription to the dominant 

ideology.  

 

Network-based revenue  

Four types of Programme outcomes were identified in the current analysis: identity 

building, trust, cohesion and political participation.  

 

Identity 

The Programme as a whole and the final celebration worked to bring together 

individuals with different ethnicities, religions, genders and class backgrounds to build 

a shared identity of a 'good migrant' who would associate him/herself with the 

dominant liberal discourse and demonstrate a will to contribute to the life of the hosting 

society. As mentioned above, the party addressed the group itself no less than the 

audience. It ended with a dance in which refugees from different countries joined 

together. Their loosely coordinated movements dramatically contrasted with a highly 

harmonized greeting song spontaneously performed by Swedes attending the event, 

mainly strangers to one another. The two spectacles happened in close proximity and 

demonstrated a profound distinction between the emerging collective self-definition of 

the newcomers and well-established (and well-mastered) identity of the local residents.    
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Social cohesion  

Social cohesion is frequently considered as an index of a community’s welfare (Delhey 

& Dragolov, 2012) and an effect of social capital (Starrin & Rønning, 2011). One 

Programme participant associated social cohesion with a specific 'atmosphere' 

produced by means of theatre play: 

I can not fully explain [the idea of the theatre], but that's about that we should create a 

good atmosphere in /the town/….That all can participate and that it is important that we 

do something, and that you should not just be at home, and in school and not be 

involved in the community. We'll be more together, and we get to meet each other, and 

it provides a great atmosphere. I think that is the background to the theatre. (IP5) 

In a similar manner, a local woman participating in the celebration put forward the idea 

of cohesion as an effect of the theatre performance:  

I do not know what they really mean, but maybe it's a way to make participants feel like 

they should be a part of Sweden and not feel left out. That they should get along with 

each other well? They sit in the same boat and that they should help each other and not 

continue the conflict they once tried to leave? Perhaps it is this that pieces should be 

about? But it was also things about that you should be grateful and not complain too 

much. Perhaps there is something in it too? Many refugees I've met complain about 

pretty much everything, but it can never be as it was in the home country, for better or 

worse. The thing's clear, and perhaps therefore it is good to accept some things 

anyway, and do not hold on too much. (IP14) 

By mastering 'speaking properly' and in a particular manner, by interacting in the 

process of the training, the newcomers have good chances to obtain a sense of unity 

both with their fellow refugees and with the wider community. In fact, the majority of the 

interviewed newcomers stated that they want to ‘integrate’ themselves into the life of 

Swedish society.  

 

Trust and social participation 

In the interviews, trust was associated with society’s care for migrants. Several 

respondents were convinced that Sweden needs migrants and they are going to 

ensure the country’s future. That is why the attention of local authorities to the 

migrants’ situations and needs was seen as essential, including creation of a friendly 

atmosphere and facilitation of educational or other developmental activities. In this 

respect, the Programme played a crucial role in providing a space where authority can 

come to see that  'there are people to take care of' (IP12). 

Many had not felt themselves yet to be a part of the Swedish nation. Others were 

somewhere in between their previous national affiliation and the new one, occasionally 

longing for their lives back in the homeland. Several reported following the news on 

TV, although their main concern was getting information about the position of migrants 

in Sweden or migrant-driven organisations. One male respondent indicated a wish to 
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join a political party in the future. The idea was voiced as well that people with non-

Swedish backgrounds should be more actively involved in policies and practices 

addressing social political issues and education for foreign-born community members.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

The current integration framework in Sweden represents a dramatic departure from the 

ideals of multiculturalism that had dominated the political sphere during 1960-1980s. 

Nowadays, the approach rests on a request for one’s economic self-efficiency 

(Johansson Heinö, 2011). Alongside involvement in productive practices, immigrants 

are expected to form a new national identity based on Swedish language proficiency, 

familiarity with cultural traditions and loyalty to the dominant value system. Thus, 

certain indications were found that assimilation discourse might constitute a 'hidden 

agenda' in integration debates and policies, which is especially pronounced with 

respect to debates on integration of Muslims (ibid.). In this paper, we employed a 

network-based analysis to scrutinise a civil society initiative aimed at helping refugees 

during their initial period in the new society. As we concluded, it worked as a 

preparation for the immigrants to the process of integration, framed primarily in terms 

of acculturation and social inclusion, with a further perspective for 'structural 

integration' (Gordon in Johansson Heinö, 2011). Such a function can be especially 

important since, as we demonstrated in the study presentation and visualised in Figure 

1, the acquisition of cultural capital (i.e., Swedish language, cultural codes, ideology 

and social information) might condition one’s capacity to incorporate into the existing 

cross-ethnic networks and mobilise resources embedded in them. Thus, for example, 

poorly developed language skills may restrict people’s chances to benefit from 

potentially available contacts. At other times, cultural capital appeared to be an 

outcome of networking; some of the interviewed refugees reported using contacts with 

local residents instrumentally to improve their own cultural fluency.                                                 

Figure 1. The relationship between cultural and social capital for Programme 

participants 

 

Source: The study results 
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The role of ideology was especially highlighted in the initial training for refugees 

(displayed in Figure 2). Learning about the value system, which is grounded in 

aspirations of tolerance, acceptance and consensus, enables bridging between 

multiple co-ethnic networks and the production of a shared identity of a migrant. The 

theatre play carried out in the framework of the Programme might strengthen the 

emerging shared migrant identity as an outcome of its physical enactment. The 

celebration party additionally assisted the immigrants in 'impression management' 

(Goffman, 1959) in the face of the local community. The message broadcasted was 

supposed to indicate that the newcomers do recognize the established order, can 

perform in an appropriate manner, and are capable of speaking the same language 

(both in terms of linguistics and value-based directions). This seems to be something 

that the Programme was striving to achieve from the moment of its invention as a 

response to the episode in the swimming pool. The Programme leader operated both 

as a strategic linkage between two structurally separated networks and a kapellmeister 

for the 'good migrant' performance. Social research tends to present immigrant 

associations, grassroots organisations and other initiatives as 'corridors' to enter the 

wider society (Svendsen, 2006). In the analysed case, the Programme appeared 

rather as an interface that allows an initial encounter between immigrants and the 

ethnic majority to demonstrate the potentials of the newcomers in adapting to new 

social cultural demands. Even earlier, Cederberg (2012), working with data from 

interviews with refugees in Sweden, argued for the importance of cross-ethnic analysis 

and the necessity to account for the functional proximity of social and cultural capitals. 

With reference to Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical frame, the author highlighted that 'the 

basis for trust and reciprocity within specific networks…are culturally specific' (ibid.: 

62).  

Figure 2: The role of ideology in social integration 

 

Source: The study results 

 

Implications for methodology, policy and research 

Immigrant networks are frequently analysed as homogeneous, and the main intrigue is 

assumed to be unfolding in their relationship to the ethnic majority (e.g., Anthias, 2007; 

International Journal of Social Sciences Vol. V, No. 3 / 2016

57Copyright © 2016, LIKA RODIN et al., lika.rodin@his.se



 

Behtoui, 2008; Bevelander, 1999; Brisson & Usher, 2005; Cederberg, 2012; Portes, 

1998). This is precisely how political institutions would like to see immigrants to reduce 

the complexity of welfare provision (Johansson Heinö, 2011). In the current case, the 

group of newcomers happened to be highly heterogeneous, and thus, building of 

networks started with bridging the diverse ethnic groups that were divided by language 

and religion and other social ideologies to create a shared identity of a migrant. As 

demonstrated, this task was accomplished by cultivation of liberal values and attitudes 

among the refugees. Thus, the study points to the ambiguity of the division between 

bridging and bonding ties/capitals manifested itself at the empirical level (see also 

Cederberg, 2012). 

Bonding ties are frequently defined as facilitating cohesion within a homogeneous 

group at the expense of the solidarity of the society at large (Svendsen, 2006). At the 

same time, strengthening co-ethnic networking can be seen as a 'result of failing to 

access networks with/in majority society' (Cederberg, 2012: 65). The current study 

added arguments to the importance of openness of the hosting communities to 

migrants. In this context, the role of grassroots initiatives is crucial in modulating social 

identity of immigrant groups, as was especially relevant for the case in question, and in 

creation of alternative spaces for encounters between the ethnic majority and the 

newcomers. Further research is needed on social entrepreneurship and integration 

agenda in relationship to state-sponsored programmes and policies.  
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