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Titel  

―Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you where you think you are‖ 
 
 

Sammanfattning 

Abstract 
 
In the growing multiculturalism of Swedish society, we see a significant amount of citizens of various heritages 
experience difficulty when venturing into the Swedish labor market. These difficulties have been explained earlier by 
either cultural or structural factors. The cultural factors state that individuals raised outside of the traditional 
―Swedish‖ culture have greater difficulty in understanding the subtle idiomatic properties of the Swedish labor 
market. On the other hand, the structural factors state that it is the deficiency in Swedish language and education that 
stand as the main obstacles in finding lucrative professions on the labor market. To determine the structural and/or 
cultural factors, I have performed field research in restaurants of the Norrköping district. The restaurant is a setting 
in which several aspects are shown to have influence over the informants‘ decision to become a restaurant owner. 
These aspects include the labor market, food, family relations, and networks between friends and professional 
associates. Why have these individuals chosen restaurants? Is it out of economic necessity, or is it a family profession 
they feel compelled to safeguard? In this thesis, several restaurant owners will answer questions regarding their 
choice of profession, their prospects on the labor market, the influence of their families, the importance of cuisine as 
a cultural foundation, and the discrepancies behind social and financial networks among ethnic groups in Sweden.  
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Introduction 

The labor market has always been altered to correspond with demographic changes, and 
populations have also had to adapt to changes in the labor market. In the wake of these 
demographic changes, adjustments are made to people‘s cultural or structural conditions which 
enable them to seek a livelihood in their environment. Structural and cultural conditions refer to 
the economic and social circumstances which individuals and businesses adapt to. If we look 
closely at an example of structural difficulties in Sweden, a prominent case would be how work 
opportunities are improved by the proficiency of the Swedish language and the personal 
knowledge of opening and running businesses.1  
As diversity increases on the labor market, the conditions of working in Sweden become more 
complex as adaptation to the conditions are affected by differing initial circumstances of those 
seeking employment. The multi-cultural society is described by social anthropologist Thomas H. 
Eriksen as a double-bladed sword. While we advocate cultural diversity, we ignore the effects 
culture has upon the economies of groups who live by conditions caused by different cultural 
standards.2 Culture and economics are not isolated factors, they affect each other.  
But is it the culture that affects labor opportunities, or is it due to structural differences? In order 
to answer this question, we must look at areas where culture plays a significant role in the 
adaptation process towards new structural conditions. I have chosen the restaurant as a setting 
for this thesis. I believe that the adaptation to Swedish society and the contradiction between the 
structural and cultural factors of this process can be observed in the restaurant. It is within 
restaurants where a prominent cultural factor, cuisine, can be observed playing a role in 
adaptation towards new cultural and structural conditions. 

 

Aim of study 

The restaurant business is a visible area which demonstrates the adaptation methods to changing 
conditions in the labor market. I believe restaurants can function as an efficient area of study, and 
in order to broaden my perspective on the restaurant business, I intend to focus upon the 
structural and cultural conditions of informants of diverse backgrounds. 
The title of this thesis is an allusion to the quote ―Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you who 
you are‖, by Frenchman Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin who is known to many as the father of 
gastronomy. By this aphorism, Brillat-Savarin hints towards the relation between food and 
identity. I have developed the title further, for I believe that a person‘s social identity is not 
merely determined by what he eats, as Brillat-Savarin states, but by also a much greater context 
that surrounds food. And such a context is shaped within family and workplace. The restaurants 
function to answer the work aspect of this study. Food and family act as an important addition to 
this aspect, and I wish analyze what role food plays within restaurants. 
 
The aim of this study is to answer the following question: 

- What structural or cultural factors have shaped the career of the restaurant owners? 
 
In order to achieve this greater aim, I have decided to break down the primary question into 
three smaller subcategories: work, food, and family.  

 
- Work: How are the restaurant owners drawn to work in the restaurant business? 

                                                 
1 Najib, Ali Bensalah (1999). Myten om invandrarföretaget: En jämförelse mellan invandrarföretagande och övrigt företagande i 
Sverige. Svenska EU Programkontoret. P. 13 
2 Eriksen, Thomas Hylland (1999). Kulturterrorismen: En uppgörelse med tanken om kulturell renhet. Nya Doxa, Nora. P. 30 
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o How difficult has their entry into the labor market been? 
o What possible factors contribute to the relationship between the social network 

(friends, family) and the financial network (banks, accountants, authorities, etc)?3   
 

- Food: Do the restaurant owners treat food as a cultural or economic commodity?  
o Is it permissible to allow certain groups monopoly over their cuisine? 

 
- Family: How does family affect the informant‘s restaurant businesses? 

o What role does the family play in the choice of restaurant profession? 
o What are the advantages and disadvantages of a family business? 

 
I devised these three subcategories during my early research for various reasons. Firstly, they 
were major topics mentioned by relevant authors on the subject, both in qualitative and 
quantitative studies. I will mention these authors later. Secondly, the three subcategories 
represented a suitable balance of the structural and cultural factors of the analysis. Work, which is 
dependent upon a society‘s economic structure, can be seen as a structural topic. Family is the 
most complex of the three, and I have found no clear consensus in any of my research of 
whether it is a cultural or structural factor, but there approaches to interpret it as either. And 
lastly, food is a component difficult to see in a structural viewpoint; therefore it can act as a 
counterbalance to the structural conditions of work and the dual-nature of family. 

Demarcation 

My research has been carried out within the limits of the city of Norrköping. In the 
Norrköpingsdistrict there are many restaurants, owned by a number of individuals with diverse 
backgrounds. Among the criteria for my selection of restaurants, an important one has been the 
size of the restaurant. The employees I have chosen to interview are those who own or run 
restaurants with a large catering and popularity among customers. I have avoided to use smaller 
fast food restaurants and ‗stands‘ (i.e. hot-dog stands, hamburger stands) for a number of 
practical reasons. One reason is that the larger restaurants have extra employees and therefore the 
owner can focus upon our interview while their colleagues continue to service customers. In a 
smaller establishment where the staff is minimal, it can be difficult to convince the owner to 
participate without lowering his work effort. Another reason for this selection is that the larger 
restaurants are more developed and have employees with significant experience. Furthermore, a 
restaurant‘s size and popularity can be a sign of economic stability. During my search for 
informants I happened to find a restaurant owner who showed an interest in participating, but 
unfortunately, he already sold his business within a week after our introduction. This motivated 
me to therefore choose restaurants that have been around for some time which usually indicates a 
strong economic stability.  
To ease my search I utilized a list over restaurants in Norrköping which can be found on the 
city‘s tourist site, http://www.upplev.norrkoping.se/Restauranger__1053.html. The list has been 
useful because the restaurant‘s reference on the website could be used as an indication of their 
standing and satisfaction of my criteria. But among my choice of restaurants I have on several 
occasions been forced to be flexible.  
I have tried to balance the assorted restaurants, but various factors have compelled me to be less 
selective about my choices. To put it bluntly, it has been difficult to find restaurants that were 
capable of participating in my interviews. Predominantly it depended upon the willingness of the 
restaurant owners. A large number of them were simply not interested or were incapable due to 
either lack of time or intense work demands. Because of this I have acted very keen to carry out 
an interview when a potential informant was found, regardless of what restaurant they ran.  

                                                 
3 Najib (1999). P. 30 

http://www.upplev.norrkoping.se/Restauranger__1053.html
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But despite these compromises, I believe the result has been fulfilling. The completion of the 
interviews has created enough variety among the informants.  

Material 

The materials I have relied upon are written transcriptions of interviews I have conducted with 
the restaurant employees. During the process of these interviews I recorded the conversation on 
tape recorders. After the interviews I transcribed the recorded conversations to a written format 
where they were coded for use in the analysis of the essay.  
The process of writing transcriptions often relies upon the researcher‘s preferences. Some 
researchers go very deeply into details while others focus primarily upon the essential contents. A 
strong emphasis on detail can often be found in investigations which focus upon the 
conversations or the informants themselves, because smaller details may contain revelations 
which cannot be expressed through words. But for my part, I am more interested in what my 
informants have to say rather than how, therefore I focus on precise write-downs of their words 
instead of details. I am aware valuable details can be overlooked, but such attention to details 
would be more of a liability than benefit due to the surroundings of these particular interviews. 
There are several reasons for this. Firstly, the restaurant business is a dynamic and demanding 
industry, therefore the interviews must be done on the spot. Secondly, a restaurant environment 
is quite noisy and that is why it becomes important not to place too much emphasis on 
background sounds which occurs during the transcription.  
As you have without doubt noticed, this thesis is written in English, despite it has been written 
for a Swedish curriculum. I have not considered it to be any difficulty because this thesis relies 
upon an ideology analysis which focuses less upon words and more upon the subjects contained. 
Therefore it will not be necessary for the material to be in its original state for it is not the words, 
but the themes the informants express which will be discussed in the analysis.  

Methodology 

The figures of the interviews I will use are of the semi-structured variant. I will during the course of 
the interview follow a template over which questions and themes will be discussed but still allow 
the possibility for the discussion to move outside of my arrangement. By using semi-structured 
interviews there is room to allow informants contribute with knowledge and opinions they 
themselves believe are relevant.4 Unlike a structured interview, the semi-structured variant is less 
obliged to follow an apparent structure during the interview. It avoids standardizing data where 
the informants‘ answers are reviewed through statistics rather than content. An additional 
advantage of a semi-structured interview is that it brings forth the informant‘s subjective relation 
to the environment, which is practical for a qualitative analysis.5 I find this particularly important 
for research topics such as culture, for when complex subjects such as culture are investigated it 
is significantly vital for an interview to have access to the subjective interpretations of informants. 
The reason I have decided this is because the cultural and subjective are closely relate and one‘s 
cultural belonging can affect the individual interpretation of social, economic or political 
phenomenon.6  
To prepare myself for the task, and to aid in my creation of suitable questions, I began my field 
work by first performing a pilot interview, or test interview. During this interview I used questions 
that touched on various subjects. A pilot interview can be quite useful, because it can expose 
questions which the informant has difficulty in understanding, or answering in such a way that 

                                                 
4 Bryman, Alan (2002). Samhällsvetenskapliga metoder. Liber AB, Malmö. P. 301 
5 Ibid. P. 304 
6 Kaijser, Lars & Öhlander, Magnus (1999). Etnologisk Fältarbete. Studentlitteratur, Lund. P. 61 
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one realizes the question really has very little or nothing to do with the thesis‘s subject.7 But I 
believe that the most useful reward the pilot interview offered was the opportunity to allow the 
informant‘s answer to create new questions for future interviews. When I realized which 
questions were answered considerably well, I chose to focus upon these questions and develop 
them by adding more questions of the same subject. Answers that were not answered equally as 
well were either removed or reformulated for better clarity. It was also through this interview that 
I selected work, food, and family as the suitable subcategories, because these subjects were 
mentioned often and thoroughly, and I believe the informant‘s views supports my choices of 
subcategories.  

Theory 

The aim of this study is to analyze the opinions of restaurant owners regarding food as a cultural 
or structural commodity, the cultural affects of integrating into the labor market, and the 
influence of family values upon the restaurant business. The assumptions of what they believe 
over these terms are called ideologies. I intend to rely upon an ideological analysis of the 
transcriptions of my interviews. In the interviews, I have asked questions regarding various topics 
such as work, family, and food. These topics represent a perspective of the world which 
informants adhere to, and how these ideologies prevail within restaurant environments. The 
analysis is useful for investigating how ideas spread through society and how they affect the social 
conditions, which in turn manifests itself in action.8  
According to Bergström and Boreus there are at least two general applications of the word 
ideology.9 The first application identifies ideology as a system of ideas. In this system there is an 
open inclusion in what can be defined as an ideology, the term is neutral in this regard. It is used 
as a variable for various interpretations. The second application focuses less upon the word itself 
and more upon its function in context. Ideology does not define itself by its own, but by how it is 
used. Unfortunately, both applications give the impression that ideology is a word without 
consistent meaning, but other researchers have explored the function of ideologies in maintaining 
social power relations.  
A second definition of ideology is provided by Norman Fairclough as ―institutional practices 
which people draw upon without thinking often embody assumptions which directly or indirectly 
legitimize existing power relations‖.10 Fairclough goes on to state that the modern society is 
characterized by the integration of social institutions which are used to maintain class 
domination.11 In other words, ideologies are important because they are used to sustain the 
position of a dominant group. If we put into context, social groups must define and maintain 
their own power relations, and this is usually accomplished through practices of culture. Their 
ideologies become a reflection of the social conditions the groups live by and motivate their 
reactions to these conditions.12 The ideologies become most efficient when they are invisible, and 
when it becomes realized that one‘s cultural practice maintains the current power relation, the 
ideology loses its function.13  
 
For my research I have relied upon several well-known names who have attempted to gain 
insight into how individuals of various cultures adopt through the labor market. These include 
Jan Ekberg, Oscar Pripp and Bensalah Ali Najib. Najib. Najib is a doctorate at the 

                                                 
7 Bryman (2002). P. 171 
8 Metzger, Jonathan (2005). I köttbullslandet: Konstruktion av svenskt och utländskt på det kulinariska fältet. Department of 
Economic History, Stockholm University. (2005). P. 50 
9 Bergström, Göran & Boréus, Kristina (2005). Textens mening och makt. Studentlitteratur. P. 150 
10 Fairclough, Norman (1989). Language and Power. Addison Wesley Longman Ltd, Essex. P. 33 
11 Ibid. P. 36 
12 Bergström & Boréus (2005). P. 153 
13 Fairclough (1989). P. 85 
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Kulturgeografiska Institutionen of Uppsala University, and has made extensive research in this 
field. Throughout much of his work, he makes numerous references to a dualistic approach to 
studying businesses in Sweden. By studying other research studies in this field, Najib has devised 
three application methods of analyzing adaptations to the circumstances of Swedish economy; a 
cultural, a structural, or a combination of both. I have chosen Najib‘s application methods 
because it offers several advantages. First of all, it is a pattern which is commonly found among 
researchers in the field, including Jan Ekberg and Oscar Pripp, though each shapes this system in 
their personal way. Najib‘s personal technique is not only simple and easy to understand, but it 
also allows the cultural and structural outlooks to be combined.  
The cultural approach places emphasis upon the cultural properties of businesses, properties such 
as lifestyle, values and attitudes.14 Theoretically, the approach is often supported by evidence of 
how certain cultures focus much upon small businesses because such small businesses are aided 
by the specific values and traditions of certain cultures. This approach has been used often and 
by many researchers who notice that small businesses is overrepresented among certain ethnic 
groups. Also the cultural approach is used to explain why these groups succeed financially despite 
being disadvantaged in terms of wealth and influence.  
However, Najib has also reflected over the cultural approach and criticized it on the grounds that 
it focuses too much upon the entrepreneur‘s own cultural background without taking into 
consideration of how the local Swedish environment affects individual motivation and choice of 
profession.15 Also the cultural approach fails to take into consideration why even within alternate 
environments (i.e. other countries) there are other lucrative professions besides small businesses. 
Not all businesses outside of Sweden are smaller businesses.  
The structural approach on the other hand, seeks out the causes and motivations for businesses 
in the local Swedish labor markets. It tries to explain how circumstances and marginalization 
forces some into choosing jobs which do not require the structural conditions, such as language 
proficiency or cultural habits.16 Structuralist researchers argue that many choose small businesses 
because of the difficulty of entering the Swedish labor market. A typical example of the structural 
approach tries to explain how specific ethnic groups are successfully able to enter the labor 
market in some countries and unsuccessfully in others. Their success is far more dependent upon 
the nation‘s specific labor structure rather than upon individual cultural heritage.17 
The structural approach has also been criticized, most often towards its emphasis upon 
marginalization and discrimination. Regardless of statistic representation, all groups have 
individuals that encounter difficulty when entering the labor market, but the question is why 
some have shown a greater initiative and success in adapting to their situation? 
Some social scientists use either approach while some use both, though the balance is created in a 
personal manner. For my thesis, I would like to agree that a combination of both is useful. On 
the first hand, I rely upon a structural approach during my analysis, but I feel it is both difficult 
and fruitless to exclusively rely upon the structure without taking into consideration the cultural 
background or values of my informants. I believe the cultural properties of the informants 
contribute greatly to their work efforts, but the primary driving force of these efforts is the social 
and economic circumstances that motivate the very application of these cultural properties on the 
labor market.  
Najib‘s division of approaches reminds me of Ferdinand Tönnies‘ gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, two 
well-known phrases often used in social studies. In this context, we can compare gemeinschaft to 
the cultural, and gesellschaft to the structural approach. The modern society is arguably a 
gesellschaft, built upon careful planning and preconceived to the last detail. On the other hand, 
gemeinschaft cannot be preconceived or reduced to simple figures: 

                                                 
14 Najib (1999). P. 22 
15 Ibid. P. 23 
16 Ibid. P. 24 
17 Najib (1994). P. 27 



 10 

 

Gemeinschaft är en naturlig och oplanerad social enhet, en organism; Gesellschaft är någonting 
uttänkt och konstgjort, en mekanism. Denna skillnad är fundamental och medför att snart sagt alla 
företeelser i Gemeinschaft framstår som i grunden olika eller väsenskilda från sina motsvarigheter i 
Gesellschaft.18 

 

Similar to gemeinschaft and gesellschaft we can arguably see a similar dualism to Najib‘s cultural 
and structural applications. The structural approach seeks to find answers in the contemporary 
and structuralized Swedish environment in which individuals of various origins have been forced 
to adapt to during their integration. On the other hand, the cultural approach believes answers 
can be found in the communication, traditions and values shared by the diverse informants. 
Furthering the similarity and compatibility of Najib‘s dual approaches, several sociologists believe 
that gemeinschaft and gesellschaft are not mutually exclusive, but contain within elements of each 
other.19  

Semantics 

According to Pertti Alasuutari, there is no proper way to define the word culture; every definition 
represents a different cultural study. Alasuutari mentions one definition of culture as ―a way of 
life or outlook adopted by a community or a social class‖, referred to by the Birmingham 
School.20 Their cultural studies were among the first and are considered relevant in modern 
studies. A second definition of culture is provided by Anneli Liuko who attempts to give a clear 
explanation of the word culture:  
 

Symboler och språk är avgörande för kulturen. Redan existerande varor och tankegods utgör den ram inom 
vilken den enskilda människan blir en kommunicerande kulturskapare. Kultur kan ses som livsmönster21 

 

Unlike the Birmingham School who present culture as an outlook, Liuko defines culture as a 
form of communication, but not entirely verbal communication, but also communication 
through objects and action.  
A third and deeper analysis of the term is provided by the sociologist Håkan Thörn, who offers a 
wide but simple definition of the word culture: ‗a manner of living‘, a process where a group‘s 
social identity is formed.22 With this definition, the word can be applied in countless ways 
depending on the context. But unlike Liuko, culture is for Thörn more of a collective and 
unconscious process. In retrospect, Thörn‘s definition is similar to the Birmingham definition. 
Culture expresses itself in various forms, often as literary resources but also as communication 
between individuals. I believe this definition would be the most suitable because then we can 
include restaurants, shops, cafes, etc. as meeting places which strengthen the cultural collective. 
 

Prior research 

The conditions of the labor market 

In the last three decades, the Swedish economy has transitioned from an industrial-productive 
society to a service-productive one. The industrial-productive economy is fixated and sustained 
by a steady influx of migrant labor. The service-productive on the other hand, focuses upon the 
service and relation towards customers. Although the latter still relies heavily upon migrant labor, 
it is supplemented by demands for proficiency and familiarity of the Swedish language and 

                                                 
18 Asplund, Johan (1991). Essä om Gemeinschaft och Gesellschaft. Bokförlaget Korpen, Göteborg. P. 67 
19 Ibid. P. 41 
20 Alasuutari, Pertti (1995). Researching Culture: Qualitative Method and Cultural Studies. Sage Publications, London. P. 25 
21 Liukko, Anneli (1996). Mat, kropp och social identitet. Pedagogiska Institutionen, Stockholms Universitet. P. 8 
22 Thörn, Håkan (2004). Globaliseringens dimensioner: Nationalstat, världssamhälle, demokrati och sociala rörelser. Bokförlaget 
Atlas, Stockholm. P. 75 
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business customs, resulting in a more strict recruitment process.23 Through this marginalization, a 
number of individuals that lack proficiency and familiarity do not continue forward onto the 
greater labor market. 
Through his cultural perspectives, Najib notices that many businesses use cultural habits to 
compensate for weaker economic and political influence. One of these habits is trust which enjoys 
a very high significance within the workplace. In the professional and meticulous labor market, 
trust is not emphasized because there are fortified safeguards towards neglecting behavior, but 
outside of this organized market these safeguards are less fortified, therefore an employee must 
be able to trust his employees to contribute to the business.24 In the restaurant business where 
personal reliance is a very important quality, many restaurant owners hire employees of similar 
ethnic origin or economic conditions.  
Unfortunately, these alternative work habits which are used can have negative consequences. 
Because the relation between employees and their employers is more complex and personal, it 
also lessens the employee‘s ability to develop towards other work opportunities.25 By lacking 
experience of working outside of the business culture then it may become more difficult to adapt 
to Swedish work habits if they should choose to change workplace.  
Another condition that also plays a significant role is the attitude towards profession. Often there 
are assumptions that an employee is capable at a certain possession due to their cultural heritage. 
This is prevalent particularly among hotel and restaurant employees, the professional traits are 
considered natural or ordinary should the employee belong to a specific culture or ethnicity. 
Employers in Sweden have a tendency to assume that the social competence and friendliness is a 
gained expertise in the labor market, but on the other hand, should the employee be less familiar 
with the Swedish labor market, the traits are treated as the result of social, or cultural, upbringing. 
In other words, the contributions of employees can either be treated as professional and 
exemplary, or natural and innate. Unfortunately, the former treatments are recognized more often 
than the latter.26 According to Paula Mulinari, the reason for this is because some occupations are 
considered not to be ‗professional jobs‘, but are instead extensions of regular housework, 
particularly the daily chores performed by women. 

The social and financial network 

This division between the professional and natural can also found amongst the social circles of 
job-seeking individuals. I have noticed that several researchers, among them Najib and Pripp, 
refer to two networks: the social, private network; and the professional, financial network. The 
social consists of family and friends while the financial network refers to a person‘s connections 
to areas that are related to their livelihood. This includes accountants, bankers, lawyers, persons 
of authority, public organizations, etc.  
A strong social network can be defined as having a frail bond between businesses, either because 
of lack of formal business dealings, or demographic underrepresentation within unions and 
public organizations.27 For businesses with weaker financial networks, the social network is not 
only necessary, but also a prerequisite for success. This does not only include to those who own 
and run the businesses, but also for those who wish to enter the labor market. The social network 
acts as a gateway for many workers seeking employment in Sweden. At the same time, the 
network acts as a replacement for the services traditionally offered by the financial network.28  

                                                 
23 Ekberg & Andersson (1995). P. 188 
24 Wahlbeck, Östen (2007). Ny Migration och Etnicitet i Norden. Åbo Akademi. P. 149 
25 Ibid. P. 153 
26 Mulinari, Paula (2007). Maktens fantasier och servicearbetets praktik. Linköpings Universitet. P. 107 
27 Najib (1999). P. 54 
28 Pripp, Oscar (2001). Företagande i minoritet: Om etnicitet, strategier och resurser bland assyrier och syrianer i Södertälje. 
Mångkulturellt Centrum, Tumba. P. 58 
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The financial networks of Sweden and the rest of Europe are relatively very systematic, but many 
from less developed nations and have not grown accustomed to it. This culture clash is 
adequately described in a book of French cooking from 1929: 
 

Affärsföretag, banker, och industrier ledas enligt moderna rationaliseringsprinciper, det vill saga ett till 
sin spets drivet tillvaratagande av alla ekonomiska möjligheter29  

  

Much like culture itself, the Swedish economy has become somewhat of a Swedish ‗idiom‘; one 
must either be Swede or live in Sweden for a considerable period to understand the subtle 
obligations and habits utilized by local businesses. On the other hand, businesses that are not 
equally secure must rely upon a less mechanized and impersonal economic culture. Their 
contracts and arrangements are less institutionalized and far more personal; the boundary 
between owner and employee is less official.30 Often the employee performs numerous tasks and 
assignments outside of their designation, giving them a certain ‗handyman‘ status. But as I 
mentioned in the previous section, these tasks are often overlooked in the ‗professional‘ labor 
market because they are of a mundane nature and require little professional qualifications.31 
Furthermore, the practice of having a strong social network with a weak commercial network has 
its drawbacks as well. Employment only becomes temporary. Often the employees have short-
sighted goals and are awaiting future opportunities to move on to something more lucrative. As I 
also mentioned earlier, the strong loyalty the employees show towards restaurant owners can 
sway them to ignore their financial opportunities and benefits.32 Consequently, the mundane, yet 
versatile nature of the employees and the lack of a commercial network keep them from 
developing financial contacts for more productive opportunities. It becomes easy to find work 
among these business, but more difficult to leave them and enter the greater labor market. The 
social contacts these employees rely upon become a central function in creating segregation in the 
labor market because they aid in the perpetuation of currently existing inequalities.33 Because of 
such inequalities and the ‗naturalization‘, family members make up a significant amount of the 
labor force under these circumstances.  

Family 
The social network consists of both friends and family. Unlike labor which is a structural 
mechanism and food which occupies a cultural role, family seems to have a middle position, as a 
social agreement between individuals yet affected by cultural norms. The structure and traditions 
of a family can either affect the work routines of employees, or the family can play a significant 
role in the business where members of the same family can improve the productivity of the work 
place.  
When a family moves to new surroundings, it becomes the sole (or at least strongest) connection 
to one‘s origin, a lifeline to the past. In what can be considered a ‗homeland‘, the family does not 
play an equally large role in the creation of identity, because the entire environment, the people, 
the country, the language, the politics, the entertainment, etc. is used for that purpose. But when 
the family is relocated to a new environment, it becomes the individual‘s strongest safety net.  
The family itself does not remain unchanged during the relocation process. An interesting insight 
into this is given by Immanuel Wallerstein. In his research into the household structures of the 
capitalist global economy, he divides the relocation of people into three stages.34 During the first 
stage people are released from their origins and move to new territories. Home-grown norms are 
cut off and ‗replanted‘ in their new environment.  

                                                 
29 Metzger (2005). P. 208 
30 Pripp (2001). P. 59 
31 Mulinari (2007). P. 219 
32 Pripp (2001). P. 49 
33 Mulinari (2007). P. 157 
34 Balibar, Etienne & Wallerstein, Immanuel (2002). Ras, Nation, Klass. Bokförlaget Daidalos. P. 145 
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During the second stage, attempts are made to renegotiate the social contracts which are 
fundamental to household economy, including agreements of who shall do what, and which roles 
the various members shall fulfill. Wallerstein believes that the household economy is the seed to 
the nuclear family. The economy and household are closely intertwined and affect each other.  
During the last stage, an integration is created where the boundaries of gender and ethnicity 
become blurred, most of all in the new environment with different cultural and social norms. 
This affects the household and can have consequences to the family‘s economy. New 
expectations are asked when they must adapt to the new surroundings. An interesting example of 
this adaptation is how gender roles have been affected in relation to cooking.  

Food and culture 
The title of this thesis is an allusion to the quote ―Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you who 
you are‖, by Frenchman Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin who is acknowledged by many as the 
father of gastronomy.35 By this aphorism, Brillat-Savarin hints towards the relation between food 
and cultural identity. Food is in itself a central part of culture. If we are to rely upon the 
perspective of culture being a process where the collective and individual identity is shaped (see 
culture discussion) than we cannot overlook how food habits play a significant role in this very 
process, due in no small part to how it affects (both directly and indirectly) the social interplay 
between people. Indeed, the French philosopher Jacques Derrida uses the Hebrew word shibboleth 
to describe a cultural key necessary to gain entry to a social community.36 Like the Bible, food 
acts as the necessary qualification to remain a member of a specific community.  
In the texts of social anthropologist Pat Caplan, food is in itself a form of communication, 
because cooking requires technique, habits and substance which can express much knowledge of 
a person‘s culture without using words.37 By analyzing simple meals we can reach several 
conclusions: for instance, what kind of raw goods do they have access to, how fast or slow is the 
cooking process, or how much emphasis do they place on the food‘s aesthetic appearance. These 
are just a few examples of the knowledge that can be drawn from food. A more compiled 
explanation is used by Anders Salomonsson, professor of the Department of European 
Ethnology at Lund University: 

 

Maten är mer än kolhydrater, protein och kalorier, brukar man säga och menar därmed att den också 
innehåller värderingar och markeringar liksom vittnesbörd om ekonomiska förhållanden, sociala 
relationer, nyhetsspridning och kommunikation. Man kan stoltsera med mat och man kan späka sig 
med mat, man kan ställa sig in med mat eller rent av sitt förakt med mat. Maten och ätandet är kort 
sagt ett av människans tydligaste uttrycksmedel och som sådant giltigt oavsett tid, rum eller kulturellt 
sammanhang.38  

 

In modern context, daily cuisine has become more important to cultural expression. The food 
has become a silent mouthpiece and symbol of origin. It also is used to mark the boundary 
between ethnic groups, as exemplified below: 
 

Skillnaden mellan den svenska och sydamerikanska maten beträffande matens smak, färg och utseende 
– exemplifierad av brunsåsen – upplevdes av flyktingarna som en kulturchock. I exil blev den egna 
maten för dessa invandrare en symbol för hemlandet. Många typiska vardagsrätter blev prestigemat 
därför att de anknöt till flyktingarnas ideologiska och politiska inställning.39 

 

Other researchers go even deeper by writing examples of how the food explains which methods 
certain groups are willing to use when solving problems. Allison James brings up an example of 
how Britons instinctively visualize roasted beef when they read in the paper of how residents of a 

                                                 
35 Metzger (2005). P. 33 
36 Ibid. P. 32  
37 Caplan, Pat (1997). Food, Health and Identity. Routledge, Oxon. P. 2 
38 Salomsson, Anders (1987). Mera än mat. Carlsson Bokförlag, Stockholm. P. 14 
39 Liukko (1996). P. 14 
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Japanese coastal village added crows to their meals. The reason for eating crows was to prevent 
the carrion birds‘ population growth in the area.40 Although the crow is a pest to both Britons 
and Japanese, the former is less likely to consume crow meat to prevent their growth. Instead 
they focus upon their own dishes and strengthen their attitude ―we are Britons, we are not 
Japanese for we do not eat crow meat.‖ By setting clear boundaries of acceptable cuisine, a clear 
message is expressed of who or what one stands for. Apart for being used collectively, James 
writes that food can even show a person‘s standing or social status, because the price of food can 
confirm the owner‘s income.41 A similar parallel can be drawn to the lunch menu of Swedish 
schools, where there are discussions of whether or not to include pork despite its prohibition 
according to Islamic food habits. By abstaining from pork, students with Muslim heritage send 
out a similar message: ―we are not Swedes for we do not eat pork.‖ This triggers a difficult 
question: how can one become ‗Swedish‘ without eating ‗Swedish‘ food? 
 

Analysis 

In the analysis section, I will use the knowledge gathered in the prior research to determine the 
structural and cultural conditions of working in restaurants. I have arranged the subjects in the 
following order to create a suitable consistency: the labor market, food and culture, family, the 
social and financial network, and the future of integration. I have interviewed six informants and 
I have chosen to designate them with the names Anders, Bernard, Charles, Daniel, Eugene and 
Fran. Chronologically, Anders was the earliest informant and Fran was the latest.  

The labor market 
First I wanted to understand the attraction of working in restaurants and whether the informants 
chose to work within restaurants out of necessity or other reasons. The first question was to see 
how difficult the informants believe their entry into the labor market has been. Their choice of 
working in restaurants might be an indication of how difficult it is when choosing other 
professions. 
The first informant Anders took over the restaurant from his parents: 
 

It just so happened I took over after my father and… it is actually him who has… encountered these 
problems… and it was a long time ago so I don‘t really know how it went… either 
 

Anders came into his position in the restaurant from his parents therefore he has not described 
any difficulty in entering the labor market. Rather he answers for his father who went through 
difficulties to open his restaurant during the 70s, but Anders explains it was because the food 
they serve was strange at the time and it was not very appealing to people. He states further that 
it is much easier to serve foreign food today because customers have now grown accustomed.  
The second informant Bernard described difficulties on entering the labor market. He attributed 
the reason due to lack of higher education which he neglected earlier in his life. Instead he 
focused directly upon gaining a job after school.  
The third informant Charles did not go through the family to find his current work place, but he 
did not describe any difficulties in entering the labor market either.  
Similar to Anders, the fourth informant Daniel entered the restaurant profession through his 
family. He did not describe any difficulty in obtaining the position through succeeding his father 
in operating the restaurant.  
The fifth informant Eugene used to work as a youth in a restaurant which was owned by his 
parents, and from this participation he gathered enough experience to continue working in the 
same business:  
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I have entered quite well I think. The family had restaurant when I was… sixteen. So I was there and 
helped a little. So I got, a little so I didn‘t have to look myself. Then afterwards… I don‘t know, for 
me it has always been easy. I have almost worked since I was eighteen… I have worked.  

 

Eugene‘s answer can be described as a combination of earlier statements. He did not earn his 
current employment from the family, but his experience in the family business allowed him the 
possibility to continue working in the same profession.  
Finally there is the sixth informant Fran. She did not either describe any difficulty in entering the 
labor market:  
 

I am so old that when I started there were no difficulties. Anyone got a job directly after school. It was 
not something one wondered over if you were going to get. So I probably did not stumble upon any 
difficulties.  

 

Fran believes that employment was much easier when she was younger. There was no need for 
her to gain an education and also no need to contemplate what profession to pursue.  
 
I then wanted to know what the informants personal motivations for working in restaurants. I 
was interested in how much their profession is affected by circumstances or their own choices, 
whether it was structural or cultural motivations behind their efforts.  
Anders treated the restaurant as a life‘s work created by his father which Anders wished to 
preserve:  

 

Yes it was a family business and… one has gotten used to it, I grew up here in… in this business. So, 
my father and I have like a life… yes a life‘s work. It goes like that you continue… compensate in this 
type of business in Norrköping. So it‘s something, now for instance one does not want to quit… off 
course one has other ambitions… but for me it is like important to continue 

 

After being raised in this environment, Anders shows a desire to preserve it, out of a sense of 
respect for his father and himself. He is willing to focus upon this preservation, even if it may be 
difficult to balance it with other professions. I do not believe his motivation can be described as 
structural, for he has opportunities to focus upon alternate careers, so therefore his motivation 
can be described as cultural in nature.  
Bernard showed a motivation to continue working in restaurants, despite it was not the same 
restaurant his parents owned. He described it as ‗feeling right‘ to take over the responsibility of 
his parents and focus on the area. However, it is hard to understand whether it was a sense of 
obligation or perhaps a feeling of security in his current employment. But there is also the 
possibility of both.   
Charles described a similar ‗duty‘ feeling towards the restaurant business. His parents ran a 
restaurant and his entry into the business became as he described it, ‗automatic‘: 
 

I don‘t actually know, it is probably because my parents have always owned a restaurant so it comes 
from there, if I did not work in restaurant then I was forced… it became like that automatically, so 
have worked… twelve years back 

 

Though Charles grew up in a restaurant, he did not focus upon succeeding his parents; therefore 
he did not feel any obligation to preserve the restaurant. However, he continued to work in 
restaurants, perhaps he felt he lacked the experience to focus upon other professions.  
Eugene began working in his parent‘s restaurant when he was young but unlike the others he did 
not describe any sense of ‗duty‘ as motivation. But he considered the experience valuable enough 
to continue focusing upon restaurants: 
 

Well the family had restaurant so I began by helping out, so… I learned early and through there… 
became what one… what one does. When I learned it early you know the business. Yes, it was by the 
way nice to end up there 
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Eugene describes a more pragmatic attitude. There was no indication that he was trying to live up 
to his parents, but he knew he had a more likely chance to succeed in the business he was 
experienced in. His motivation would be structural as it shows a pragmatic understanding of his 
capabilities and optimal chances in seeking employment.  
Of all informants, the one and only with an alternative motivation was Fran, whose efforts were 
built upon an interest in food and in socializing. Fran was the only informant who described a 
motivation to work within restaurants without any reference to family or earlier experience:  
 

I am interested in food, think it is very fun, then I wanted to work in the service business because one 
meets lots of people 

 

Fran did not motivate her choice of profession with personal experience or obligation to family. 
Her motivation can be classified as cultural based upon her interest in food and people.  
After hearing their motivations of entering the restaurant business, I then asked whether they 
wished to continue working within restaurants or if they had plans to work in other professions. 
Again, this query would help me understand how they perceive their own opportunities in 
Sweden, whether they chose to remain in the restaurant business out of perceived necessity or 
personal choice.  
Anders was the youngest informant and unsure of the answer for he was relatively young and still 
studying at university: 
 

First of all I actually study on… Campus with… reading media technology. But then I have taken over 
here. And… run the restaurant parallel while studying. And together with the siblings and others in 
the family. It is a family business so both siblings, mother and father work here. So, I had, I still have 
other ambitions, so to speak. But like I said it is not something I want to let go here in Sweden 

 

Although Anders makes use of the opportunities around him, his loyalty to the restaurant is still 
obvious. He also mentions having own ambitions aside from restaurants, but he is optimistic 
there is room for a balance. His motivations cannot be described as structural, for his choice 
between restaurants or alternate professions are not based upon necessity.  
When Bernard ventured into the labor market he did not immediately begin with restaurants. He 
only began working in restaurants after attempting other occupations, though he describes these 
ventures not as equally fulfilling as his current position. He described the work in a restaurant as 
more secure, both financially and socially. Here it is hard to determine whether he gives structural 
or cultural explanations, for there is no clarity on what he means by ‗fulfilling‘ or ‗socially‘. I 
would conjecture that Bernard is motivated equally by cultural and structural factors, as he places 
other conditions upon his professions that are beyond economical.  
Daniel showed an obligation to remain within restaurants, and he did not describe any attempt to 
balance with other ambitions. Daniel is also one of the more experienced informants. He arrived 
in Sweden for a long time ago when other professions may have not been available. His answer 
can be described as structural. He feels secure with the restaurant and he is too old to pursue a 
career in other professions.  
Eugene‘s response to the question was also built upon experience in various professions. Even 
though his family owned a restaurant, Eugene has acquired a diverse background in various 
occupations before returning to restaurants.  
 

I have worked with a little else also. Car repairs, I worked with two years. Worked in a 
warehouse… a year and a half. What else? Daycare, actually… yes as an intern, in eight months 
I tried. I am educated, read pedagogy. Something I might want to go back to later, I think 

 

Eugene has a very optimistic outlook. Not only does he consider his entry into the labor 
market to be easy, but he describes the process of switching occupation to be equally as 
easy as well. It is hard to understand whether his motivations are structural or cultural, he 
does not describe any necessity or obligation to his choice of career, current or previous. 
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Of all the six informants that were interviewed, only Bernard expressed difficulty in entering the 
job market. Bernard attributed his difficulty to his lack of further studies, but this difficulty can 
occur to just about anyone, though it can qualify as a structural obstacle.  
Some informants achieved their position by succeeding their parents, such as Anders and Daniel 
who wanted to aid their family in operating the restaurant. The difference in between the two is 
that Anders intends to operate the business simultaneously while pursuing his education. Daniel 
who is older on the other hand, decides to focus entirely on restaurants without alternate 
prospects. Daniel‘s motivation is more structural while Anders shows a cultural obligation to the 
profession of his family.  
Others that did not achieve their position by succession went through other means to gain their 
employment, such as Charles, Eugene and Fran. Neither Charles nor Eugene described any 
difficulties in gaining their current work. Both were experienced in the restaurant business, they 
had worked in their parents‘ restaurants, but unlike Anders and Daniel they did not continue 
working in the same restaurant. Both Charles and Eugene worked on other occupations before 
eventually settling on restaurants. Perhaps both came to the same conclusion that their best 
opportunities were found within restaurants.  
Of the six informants only two, Anders and Eugene expressed hopes of working in other 
professions. A possible explanation for Anders and Eugene‘s aspirations are their relative youth. 
Although their parents are born outside of Sweden, both informants are born within Sweden, and 
they speak Swedish fluently. Although Anders works in a family restaurant he does not describe a 
need to focus upon it exclusively. Eugene on the other hand, has already left the family restaurant 
behind so it does not seem necessary for him to have such an urgent view of it. Bernard and 
Charles have already tried other professions, but eventually they settled in restaurants, most likely 
out of preference, even though they had opportunities to remain within other professions.  
As for the last two, Daniel and Fran have always worked in restaurants and expressed no desire in 
changing. Daniel is arguably the most experienced informant and has focused upon restaurants 
exclusively. He and his father opened the restaurant during a period which they described as 
more economically uncertain; therefore the family would require more effort from its members. 
In addition, he had to learn the Swedish language and customs, which would decrease the 
likelihood of finding a job. Then there was Fran who is dissimilar to the others in the fact that 
neither earlier experience in a restaurant nor family was mentioned as influences. But despite 
these traits which have aided the other informants in their endeavor into the labor market, Fran 
did not describe her venture as any more difficult.  
 
There has often been an indication from some of the informants, particularly those within family 
businesses, feel somehow obliged to succeed their parents in maintaining the restaurant. There 
has not been any direct mention of such a duty, but there is undoubtedly a sense of obligation 
among the informants. To some it is very strong, such as with Anders who pursues it alongside 
his education. For others it is slightly less important, though it remains strong enough for them 
to remain in the restaurant business, albeit not necessarily within the same restaurants.  
I have wondered if this ―sense of duty‖ is a cultural quality, or if it is built upon other, perhaps 
even structural reasons. It is difficult to understand whether it is cultural or the result of a 
structural adaptation towards economic or social conditions here in Sweden. I find it more likely 
that the sense of duty is created by structural circumstances. In an economic insecure 
environment, family members would feel more obliged to protect the family‘s economic assets. 
In Wallerstein‘s writings, this is the characteristic of a migrating family in the second stage.42 The 
household economy has the highest priority and it is expected of individual family members to 
contribute to its prosperity. Unfortunately, Wallerstein speaks only for family businesses. It does 
little to explain why some informants remain within restaurants outside of the family. It is worth 
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noting that many of the informants either remained in the restaurant business, or returned to it 
after attempting other professions. This affirms that the interchange between other professions is 
not as rigid as one might expect, but on the other hand, it shows how appealing restaurants are as 
a workplace compared to other occupations. I can think of two explanations; structurally, they 
believe their experience allows them to prosper within the profession they are most familiar with; 
or, they are motivated by a sense of obligation or nostalgia towards their family or profession, 
which can be described as a cultural trait. For now, the informants can only speak for themselves. 
I believe further studies are required, because there are too many individual variables involved to 
create a general view of the cultural or structural conditions within the restaurant business.  

Food and culture 
In this next section, we focus upon food and what the informants thought about cuisine and its 
cultural meanings. The aim of this section is to understand whether they perceived food in a 
cultural or structural manner.  
The first question was to understand how the informants shaped the cuisine of their restaurants. 
To my surprise, some of the informants had very little influence in deciding the menu, leaving the 
responsibility to co-workers.  
Anders believes that the foreign food that is served in Sweden must be adapted to satisfy Swedish 
tastes in order to appeal to general customers. This is the foremost rule when writing the menu at 
his restaurant: 
 

As I have understood it, I find the Chinese food in general in Sweden is… ‗swedified‘. Because it 
would, since my father opened during the seventies… early seventies, and was one of the first in 
Sweden so… it was probably thought that, it must not be too foreign or something. Only like I said… 
that yes, to get Swedes to realize ―maybe it wasn‘t so bad‖… maybe, maybe it isn‘t poisonous. A little 
of that is probably the philosophy behind… and so it still is… actually, of course it has become more 
and more accepted, all foreign food, and that applies to Asian food 

 

According to Anders, the foreign food restaurants were more difficult to promote several 
decades ago. He blames it on a narrow-mindedness among customers that was more prevalent 
during that time. However, this is a second-hand opinion as he often refers to the opinions of his 
father who came to Sweden during that period.  
Bernard managed a restaurant for Indian cuisine. He stated that in order serve Indian food the 
amount of spices used have to be reduced. Especially the strongest recipes which he believes are 
far too hot for customers in Norrköping. As far as concerning what meals to be served, Bernard 
withdraws the decision and allows the cooks to decide.  
Charles worked at a restaurant which belongs to a greater chain; therefore he has little influence 
in deciding what dishes are to be served. He states that the greater factor in his restaurant‘s 
selection of the menu was the current trend: 
 

Whatever is appropriate for the moment, we have a large menu database we can choose from. In it 
we have thousands of different meals we can choose between, it becomes very varied. Then there 
are certain meals that have to be included at all restaurants but beyond that we choose meals that 
have local associations 

 

The restaurant Charles works at tries to adapt to their customers. Depending on the 
circumstances the restaurant shapes itself after the local tastes. As a result, Charles considers his 
restaurant to be ‗universal‘ and not targeted towards a specific culture. In his opinion, there was 
nothing on their menu that can be considered ‗foreign‘ or ‗exotic‘.  
Daniel ran a Chinese restaurant with Chinese cuisine, but he believes that foreign restaurants are 
not truly exotic because they have to adapt their recipes to their surroundings: 
 

That is with Chinese restaurants, hold on to the traditions. Maybe with innovation, it is not that… one 
has to adapt to Swedes… their taste. You see, in China one eats completely different food than here… 
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According to Daniel the foreign food that is served in many restaurants in Sweden is not really 
foreign, but adapted to be appealing to local tastes. The method of how foreign food is served in 
Norrköping is significantly different from how it is served in his home country: 
 

The fish isn‘t boneless… some more sauces are added… it isn‘t quite… you see… in Sweden the 
Chinese food is more adapted… to Swedes, it isn‘t really… Chinese food. So to speak 

 

Eugene also had a passive role in deciding the menu for his restaurant and the selection was also 
dependent on several factors. In Eugene‘s case it was the season that determined which meals 
should be served: 
 

It is… actually I don‘t know, I usually get help from my cook. I have a cook that… does much of the 
menu then but we cooperate… otherwise it can be raw products which are in season also. What is in 
season… and then one adapts a little to that too 

 

Eugene also agreed that the foreign food in general is adapted to local tastes: 
 

There are meals that are a little spicier… in our home countries, but maybe… yes… don‘t serve 
equally as strong here… so one adapts to everybody and then they may spice it as much as they want 

 

Fran‘s reply to my question was more surprising. At first I was under the impression that 
Fran‘s restaurant served cuisine that could be considered ‗local‘, but her reply indicated 
there were more foreign influences in her cuisine than what is believed. In fact it is 
necessary when she writes her menu: 
 

Quality of the food and then… we have the concept that it should be Swedish, but with influences 
from other countries. It should be classical Swedish… basically. And then there should be influence 
from abroad 

 

This quote was very interesting. Fran‘s restaurant prides itself on serving ‗Swedish‘ cuisine but 
there should also be hints of foreign cuisine. The core itself should however, remain Swedish. 
Her reply indicates that the line between the nationalities of food is more blurred than one would 
expect.  
 
The next set of questions focused upon the general selection of restaurant food in Norrköping. 
Does the range of cuisine available in Norrköping seem monotone and familiar to many 
customers? The food that we eat in restaurants may have been innovative and exciting somewhat 
thirty or forty years ago, but now the same meals are considered less different by customers. I 
wanted to know if the many restaurants today have become conservative or conformist when 
shaping their menus.  
Anders did not agree with that outlook, or at least as far as Asian restaurants are concerned. He 
believes the variation between restaurants that serve for instance Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Thai 
cuisine is varied enough. But when it comes to fast food restaurants such as pizzerias and burger 
bars, there is a sense of conventionality because they tend to serve the same meals, and those 
restaurants may experience more competition than Asian restaurants that have the comfort to 
offer more varied meals.  
Bernard only spoke for Indian restaurants in general. Since Indian restaurants only began 
appearing around five-six years ago, they have not managed to create such a large varied 
selection. So in his opinion, there is little variety.  
When I asked Charles if he believed the restaurants today are varied enough in their selection, he 
did not agree: 
 

I don‘t think there is such a large variety because it is generally the same meals that are served; nobody 
tries to figure out something new, I don‘t think so. There are a lot of Syrians who own restaurants but 
there is really no Syrian restaurant 
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Charles believes that there are more cultures than cuisine available in Norrköping. This is 
possibly intentional, as only the meals that are accepted by local customers are considered 
profitable to sell. 
Daniel believed there was little variety among the selection of meals his restaurant provides: 
 

Yes, Chinese restaurants unfortunately, it is not so… not so much variation I think. Almost everybody 
serves the same but maybe with other spices maybe 

 

This however, conflicts with Anders‘ opinion that Asian restaurants have enough variety. But 
perhaps Daniel is referring to Chinese restaurants in general, while Anders earlier was referring to 
all Asian restaurants, which includes more than Chinese cuisine. 
Eugene believed that there was a certain pattern, or template, that many restaurants follow: 
 

I think actually a little… often anyway, generally so… there is a little template. Yes, little template I 
think there actually is… that they follow a bit… other paths. Don‘t dare as much. They serve a bit 
more of what they know works, the others serve earlier 

 

When he says ‗they‘, he refers generally to other restaurants. The first restaurants with unfamiliar 
cuisine were innovative and were forced to figure manners of serving their meals in a way that 
appealed to customers. Since then, newer restaurants have continued to serve the meals which are 
constant in demand. Eugene states that for the sake of safety many serve primarily food that has 
proven to be safe in gaining profit.   
 
After the initial questions of the cuisine, I wanted to expand into the food‘s cultural role. The 
preparation and catering of various cuisines is in a sense the property of members of the culture 
the cuisine belongs to. This creates stereotypes such as ―only Chinese people know how to 
prepare Chinese food‖. But in this globalized world, food becomes more international and 
gradually loses its connection to the culture that invented it. It is mentioned in Köttbullslandet that 
Sweden has been characterized lately by a sense of internationalism which encourages openness 
towards the alien.43 It has become more acceptable to accept foreign food and the more foreign 
the meal, the more open the consumer is. An example would be pizza which is now a popular 
dish in many countries, but most often it is not served by the Italians who invented it. So my next 
question is to understand the limit between when a certain culture has ‗monopoly‘ over their 
cuisine and when it becomes universally available to others.  
Anders believes there is a certain limitation when it comes to serving cuisine from the culture of 
other people, but that limitation is not just related to food. It includes a wider aspect, including 
ethnicity: 
 

When one eats at a Chinese restaurant it is the whole package so to speak, not just the food except it 
is like… the feeling that is conveyed so to speak. Like they say, one eats with the ears also, besides 
being nice and arranged one must also have… the atmosphere and the mood enters in, so there are 
many people who think that but no, even when one for instance eats on Rhodos or a Chinese 
restaurant… then it doesn‘t feel completely right when it isn‘t Chinese that serve or prepares so to 
speak. So I think… out of that perspective it is important that it looks somewhat correct 

 

In Anders‘s opinion, it would seem out of place if non-Chinese people served Chinese cuisine, 
and for several reasons. He stated the most important for the restaurant is to maintain an image. 
A non-Chinese serving their cuisine would somehow distort the foreign image and experience 
that Swedish customers create when eating at a Chinese restaurant. His explanation does sound 
very pragmatic, if the restaurant was unable to convey the right feeling of consumption to the 
customers, than the restaurant may not experience success.  
Bernard also believed that it would be difficult to serve cuisine belonging to another culture; 
therefore one must alter the image to adhere to a sense of ‗modernity‘. In his case, Bernard‘s 
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restaurant was more of a crossover fusion, serving Indian cuisine but with a ‗modern‘ look and 
not very traditional. This would be an attempt to appeal to customers with a culture that has been 
shaped to reduce its unfamiliar traits. Although the adaptation is cultural, to attract non-Indian 
customers, the intention is structural: to earn a profit.  
Charles did not believe there was any limitation to serving foreign cuisine. He expressed little or 
no difficulty in catering meals of other cultural groups: 
 

No absolutely not, I do not think so. We have a very varied menu, everything from American to… 
English… we have even South American dishes on the menu so it is very varied 

 

Charles mentions several meals of various nationalities in his restaurant‘s menu. He is firmly 
convinced that his restaurant crosses over cultural barriers. Or rather, all the meals he serves are 
part of his culture. He feels comfortable in serving meals that he is familiar with. 
Daniel stated, similar to Anders, that there was a certain expectation amongst Swedes that has to 
be indulged for them to properly enjoy their dining experience: 
 

Yes I believe that, those who come to a Chinese restaurant expect to… eat Chinese food. They come 
to eat Chinese food, like you said. And… that is… if you have to serve a long time then maybe it 
okay, you can have other dishes that are very good. Otherwise it is only regulars that come; they can 
handle eating Chinese food 

 

According to Daniel, a restaurant can financially handle serving other meals provided they have a 
selection that caters to most customers. A restaurant that has been in business for a while can 
afford to ‗broaden‘ their selection in order to attract new potential customers. If the selection 
remains unchanged, there is a risk only regular customers would dine at the restaurant.  
Eugene expressed open-mindedness when it comes to serving different cuisine. He believed there 
was little obstacle in the way: 
 

No… I don‘t think so… it is fun for others to be willing to learn. In all jobs one jumps into you work 
a little different. One will have to… yes adapt a little 

 

To Eugene the restaurant business is no different than any other occupation and culture is not an 
obstacle. Like when one learns new things in different occupations, the restaurant business 
should offer the same opportunities, regardless of one‘s origins.  
When I asked the question to Fran, she believed that there was a limitation:  
 

Yes it probably can I think. One expects that is should be genuine. Domestic or whatever you want to 
call it 

 

If a specific cuisine is served by any other than a member of the culture that created it, it is by 
Fran‘s opinion, not a genuine replication. She mentions this applies to domestic restaurants as 
well.  
 
After I conducted my fourth interview, I added two new questions about food. These questions 
were to understand how food plays a role in defining identity, both in ourselves and collectively. 
The first of the two questions I asked was what symbolism the food has to those who prepare it. 
Eugene was unable to answer the question at first, but then I simplified it when I asked how he 
considers the food he prepares as Swedish: 
 

That food, I mean kebab and pizza, they have been in the country so long… they are not Swedish per 
se… yes, it is far from national dish in any case, sooner it feels. I mean we prepare both home cooking 
on the lunches… even then you notice, even if you have several alternatives on home cooking then 
kebab and pizza still works. If you look at this town, with kebab and pizza, there wouldn‘t be that 
many if people didn‘t eat it, and it worked, in a way. Yes, I don‘t know what other food will be eaten 
next, if I put it that way. Of course it doesn‘t become more Swedish for that… do you understand 
what I mean? That is how it has become. I don‘t think many think when you… go and eat 
something… foreign like if you eat a kebab plate or eat a pizza, I think it is beginning to disappear a 
little. That is maybe my opinion in any case 
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His thoughts bring up relevant insights. The amount of foreign food served in Sweden would not 
have been prevalent if the food was not popular. Also Eugene mentions the process in the 
globalization of cuisine, namely that some food dishes become so prevalent that they are no 
longer connected with their nation of origin.  
I asked the same question to Fran who tried to apply the question to her restaurant‘s selection. 
 

We have invested more on gourmet food here and then it does become… a social group that maybe 
appreciates such food, which comes 

 

Fran classifies the food served in her restaurant as classical, and it appeals to a certain group of 
people. Therefore she usually receives customers of a different social or economic level.  
After this question, I asked how food could indicate a person‘s social or economic status. When I 
asked the question to Eugene, he did not take the risk of polarization seriously: 
 

No, there are some… Chinese like rice, that‘s the way it is. But… the dish itself if there is a division 
socially I don‘t think so 

 

Eugene admitted that certain dishes will be more popular with certain cultures, but he does not 
believe the food can socially divide individuals.  
Although Fran was uncertain there might be a social indication of one‘s food choice, she argued 
that regardless of one‘s class or social status, the option of choosing cuisine is always there:  
 

No I don‘t know, it is voluntary for everyone to come so it is up to each and every one. We are not 
like more expensive than any other restaurant in town so it is just… if people feel comfortable with it 
or not. But it is actually up to each and every one 

 

She states that her prices are no different from other restaurants, therefore it is not the financial 
status of an individual that determines who may eat at her restaurant. Rather it is a matter of 
personal taste. As a further reflection of how globalized food has become, she states there is 
always the opportunity to try something new. In order to make the variety of food easy for 
everyone, the prices on cuisine should not be different.    
 
I wanted to understand how much importance restaurant owners place upon food, as both a 
cultural and structural object. This is a complex question so we will focus upon the two narrowed 
queries: is food an important cultural expression, and how important is food in maintaining a 
cultural identity? 
These questions can be difficult to answer because we have seen how often the food is treated as 
a commodity, a product to be sold and measured in terms of wealth and appeal towards 
customers. From what I can understand, the food is treated in a very structural manner by all of 
the informants. They had to be shaped in order to be appealing to customers. Anders and Daniel 
on the other hand, treated their food more as a ‗cultural trade secret‘; though their motivation 
seems more structural than cultural. They have been forced to make their food more appealing to 
Swedes and this appeal comes mostly from their cuisine‘s unfamiliarity. Metzger explains that 
these meals (Chinese cuisine among them) are avoided by other chefs because it is difficult to 
gain a proper understanding of the ingredients and methods used.44 Very few outside of their 
culture know how to properly prepare the meals that Anders and Daniel serve; therefore the food 
enjoys a greater significance in the foreign image they create.  
 
From this analysis, I have classified two types of food served in restaurants: ‗foreign food‘ which 
are monopolized by groups and not served by the general population: and ‗globalized food‘ 
which includes dishes that are so popular they are rarely associated with their origins. The foreign 
food is determined by subjectivity. Any food that is not familiar to the individual can be classified 
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as foreign food. To a Swede, foreign food can be Chinese, Japanese, Indian, African, Russian, etc. 
because they are not Swedish. But Swedish food would be foreign to members of these 
nationalities. When food is brought to a different culture, these dishes are then ‗exoticized‘ to the 
extent that they are considered to be the cultural domain of those who cook them. Any who try 
to emulate their cooking methods can be seen as a copycat or imitator. In addition, very few try 
to learn ways to cook foreign food, because such familiarity would reduce the significance of 
eating the food at a restaurant. According to Metzger, the consumption of these foreign meals is 
built upon one essential condition: the food must have a sense of authenticity‘ for the symbolic 
incorporation to succeed.45 In our society, the diversity and exoticness has become a commodity 
of its own, and it must not be contaminated by the culture of the consumer, for otherwise it 
would nullify the very act of consumption. In other words, eating foreign food would not feel 
significant if it is not eaten in the ‗foreign‘ manner or context.     
Several of the informants, particularly those who sold these foreign cuisines, believe that by 
encouraging others to serve these meals can be seen as an unauthentic imitation. Anders, Daniel 
and Fran believed that the image of authenticity is almost as essential as the meals themselves. 
Fran also pointed out as well that this not only includes foreign restaurants but also domestic.  
Bernard occupied a middle position between the two sides. He tries to shape the meals so they 
are a cross between the traditional expression and modern taste. His restaurant did not have the 
traditional appearance of an Indian restaurant, but the meals were adapted to Swedish customers. 
In this way, the food served was genuine while the surroundings were not equally exotic.  
And finally, we have the meals that have become so popular they are no longer associated with 
their origins. There are many who cook and serve these dishes without any connection 
whatsoever to the culture that created them. Charles and Eugene express opinions that it is more 
appropriate that all cuisine belong to this category. Charles did not see any limitation in serving 
any cuisine, arguing that foreign food is still foreign, regardless of by whom or how it is served. 
Similarly, Eugene believes that no restaurant has in any way a monopoly over food. If anyone 
wishes to cook and serve these meals, then there should not be any reason why they shouldn‘t. 
He emphasized this by including not only foreign dishes but also Swedish cuisine in his menu. 
The two contradicting views can be a reflection of the food‘s status as either a cultural or 
structural object through the eyes of the informants. To those who serve diverse meals, the food 
is a source of income, and they cannot create a livelihood if they limit themselves to one cuisine. 
Hence their view is more pragmatic and structural. The way Eugene and Charles describe it, food 
is a structural commodity to sell but also a necessity to survive.  
But to those who rely upon one form of cuisine, the food‘s cultural role becomes more essential 
to their productivity, therefore they treat the meal as more integral part of themselves. According 
to Metzger, Swedes eat food to satisfy their hunger, while other nationalities eat with an aesthetic 
reverence and inspiration.46 Food has gone from being a communal expression and in our 
gesellschaft society been reduced to ‗simply‘ food, nothing more, nothing less. Eugene and Charles 
believe food is simply food. Although people eat food differently, it does not mean the food 
should be divided as well.  
Although I have divided the informants between those treat it as a structural commodity, and 
those that seem to guard it as a cultural treasure, I believe this distinction is too simple. In a 
sense, those that belong to the latter can also be observed as treating food as a structural 
commodity. Their defense of cuisine is a structural strategy, though it is based upon a cultural 
object. Their livelihood depends upon their cuisine being treated culturally exclusive by others, 
otherwise they would have difficulty in creating an appeal to customers.  
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Family 

The third aim of the analysis was to explore how family as a condition affects the informants 
choice of profession, what role does it play, and what advantages/disadvantages it entails. As 
Wahlbeck mentioned earlier, trust is an important quality in many businesses,47 and because 
family members are equally dependent upon the prosperity of the business it is understandable 
they would contribute to its continuity as the family‘s chief source of income. Many businesses 
rely upon family members as employees, and this in turn can affect the family relations. Unlike 
non-family businesses where a clear line is carved between the professional and the private, the 
boundaries become blurred in family businesses. Additionally the line between relative and 
employee can also become vague, which is partially explained by Immanuel Wallerstein when he 
describes the three stages of family migration.48 It is during the second stage that the family 
agreements are renegotiated and the roles of individual members are reassigned. It is during the 
third stage when these negotiations are applied to gender roles, especially when it comes to 
household tasks such as cooking. I believed this section of the analysis focused upon these stages 
of family relation.  
 
The first question was what the informants believe is the advantages and disadvantages of 
operating a family business. In some of the restaurant‘s the informants presided over, some were 
family businesses while others weren‘t, though they all had opinions of both pros and cons.  
Anders had some clear opinions of family restaurants: 
 

It is a family business, so we run… in principle everything… the whole structure is built from the start 
by my father and… we have an accountant that handles the financial but we have hands in that of 
course. All of this with accounting and so… and but we… we children and mother serve… father has 
been both chef and waiter… but he is retired now. So now he doesn‘t work so much actually. It is 
mostly family members that keep it going 

 

Here Anders explains how the family participates in the restaurant, but it is in the next quote he 
describes how the business affects the family relations: 
 

When one has worked then maybe one has a little more professional feeling maybe… one isn‘t home 
very often. One does their job and then you get to see those sides when you were a child. But is also 
the opposite, one is more… we are closer to each other, in a way. So that… in both good and bad, 
you can be irritated by each other in a different way… in a professional way, then you can‘t be angry 
with your mother or something. One expresses it in another way maybe 

 

The family relations are affected in a different manner. It is described not as positive nor 
negative, yet different. A family member is both a family member and employee, and the 
distinction becomes uncertain. Yet conflicts can arise between family members, but it becomes 
difficult to confront a person in either a professional or personal manner when that person is 
both a relative and colleague. 
Charles did not work in a family restaurant, so his opinion was straightforward: 

 

The advantage is that… the family supports and backs you up when help is needed; the disadvantage 
is when they don‘t… the family bond stretches 
 

The level of trust between family members enables them to support each other during difficult 
periods. Unlike regular employees, family members may work without pay and allow the business 
to reduce its expenses.  
Daniel on the other hand, had most experience of all informants in running a family business: 
 

Advantages there are would be more solidarity one can say, you work much more. Take some 
responsibility… serve on your own, everyone on their own. The disadvantage can be… families grow, 
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children become bigger and get married, there can be conflict. In the long run. Then often you split… 
leave and buy other restaurants. From what I understand with this restaurant… we have runned it 
safely since twenty years ago. It is also family. It is many families… like one big family. In the end it 
becomes like that, power struggle between family  

 

The disadvantages are more prominent than the advantages. Daniel explains the advantages are 
more short-term while the disadvantages are long term. The children are not permanent 
employees; they have ambitions and goals of their own and will leave the restaurant if it becomes 
necessary. This would be problematic if restaurant owners rely upon family members as 
employees. Once they leave the restaurant, the owner will have to rely upon employees in a 
relationship which requires a different interaction. Because family businesses are rare in Sweden, 
an employer who has relied only upon family members may find it uncomfortable to rely upon 
regular employees.  
On the other hand, Eugene described the advantages as more prominent than the disadvantages: 
 

The advantage is that… you hold all family members, or all family members… gets going and working 
and… you keep them busy, at the same time… with the restaurant, the family works and… everybody 
helps, like myself, came in a restaurant, I learnt anyway to help now and then when I was sixteen… 
and then I am sitting here today, and have an own restaurant… of course it helps me but at the same 
time when I jump in and help now and then so I help the family, so I think it was positive… both 
ways. Negative… I don‘t know, when it is family business then it becomes, you maybe have a 
tendency to work too much… because you feel responsible. A little more responsibility when it is 
family business 

 

An interesting observation by Eugene is that participants in a family business may feel more 
responsible towards its success than a regular business. If the business is central to the family‘s 
wellbeing, including the individual‘s, then it is natural family members would feel obliged to keep 
the business running smoothly. Also, the participation allows them to learn from a young age the 
valuable experience of participating in a trade which would be invaluable when they intend to 
seek new work.  
Fran spoke of family business in a more professional perspective: 
 

The advantage is that you do not need a business partner to consider, when you keep it inside the 
family then it is easier on the decision level. But the disadvantage is that you are so… there is nothing 
to talk about. Without that it will easily become only business talk all the time 

 

In Fran‘s opinion, keeping a boundary between the business and family is important if you wish 
to keep family as family, and business as business. If the two become mixed, then what is typical 
family and typical business might become mixed and the boundaries blurred.  
 
I wanted to know what the family themselves think of the informants‘ participation in the 
restaurant. This question was answered very easily by all informants with very little further 
explanation. But it is interesting to note that whenever I mention the word ‗family‘, they almost 
always referred to their parents. Most of them, part from Daniel and Eugene, stated that their 
parents were pleased of their participation, but there was no mention of approval from other 
family members besides parents. 
Daniel did not make any mention of his parents: 
 

I am myself… no one has said anything so far. I have friends once in a while. When I work in a 
restaurant then there isn‘t so much family life… not much anyway. Not compared with a regular job 

 

Eugene was also not entirely certain of his parents‘ opinion, but he believed they were satisfied: 
 

Oh them, they well… they most likely think I have done well 
 

Of course, now in retrospect I believe this question was perhaps too difficult to answer. It is not 
easy to understand the opinions of others, so this question was probably a bit unsuitable. It was 
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my anticipation that the informants often discussed their profession within the family, but 
perhaps my expectation was too naïve, or my question was too sensitive.  
 
I tried to focus upon how much influence the family has over the informant‘s choice of 
profession. To answer this question I have written two additional queries: what role does the 
family play in the restaurant business and what are the advantages or disadvantages of a family 
business. Regarding the advantages and disadvantages of family businesses, there were certain 
fundamental opinions. The common advantages were the family‘s strengthened solidarity, 
relatives contribute more to the family‘s economic safety, and professional decisions are made 
easier with family members than with regular employees. Disadvantages mentioned were a 
vagueness surrounding normal ―family relations‖, less neutrality in financial issues, and power 
struggles between the members. It was obvious to the family business informants that the family 
was a major component of the restaurants functionality, and although there were visible 
drawbacks, it did not seem to deter the restaurant owners from relying upon their relatives for 
support.  
I believe that the family is a large influence, if not the primary for most of the informants, with 
the exception of Fran. All other five informants came from families that owned restaurants. 
Anders and Daniel were current participants in a family business, while Bernard, Charles and 
Eugene came from families that owned restaurants which may have influenced them to choose 
their professions. However, all three stated they attempted other professions earlier but returned 
to restaurants, which brings up an interesting matter. Do they remain in the restaurant business 
out of the ‗duty‘ I have mentioned earlier, or do they remain out of a sense of structural 
pragmatism? Is it because they had personal experience with restaurants that they felt more 
comfortable in such an environment, or is it because they had difficulty in other professions?  
I believe it is likely a structural explanation; they returned to restaurants because of this 
pragmatism, knowing their earlier experience would ensure them a more secure employment 
within restaurants. This was discussed earlier by Wahlbeck who argued that the constrictive 
habits of family businesses make it difficult to venture into other professions.49 Outwardly, it can 
appear that the informants remain out of a sense of cultural duty, but rather the causes may be 
structural, namely a difficulty in pursuing other professions.  

The social and financial network 

To remind the reader, the social network consists of family members and friends, while the 
financial network consists of individuals related to a person‘s profession and civic status. As I 
have written earlier, the relationship between the two networks is not fixed.50 The role of the 
social network for instance, is more essential to the success of certain businesses. To those who 
are born, or have lived in Sweden for a considerable period the relationship between the two 
networks is balanced, but to those who have only recently arrived in Sweden the social network 
surpasses the financial in terms of contacts.  
 
The first question is how large was the social network the restaurant has provided to the 
informant. I wanted to first understand their personal understanding of the social network before 
they could compare it to the financial. The first reply to the question was Anders‘: 
 

By myself I haven‘t had so much time to mingle with… working colleagues and such; I both study and 
work so I have much to do as such. But I know that many… many who are employees here really 
mingle with each other, they knew each other before. Yes, we are a family so we mingle, like socially. 
And then we have a little… during holiday maybe, Chinese new year and… Christmas we can have 
special things when we sit down, a little business staff party you can say  
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Because of his busy schedule, Anders does not mingle with those involved in the restaurant very 
often, but he does confirm there is a strong social bond between the employees. But Anders 
considers himself to be very busy and cannot determine whether he will be more active in the 
network in the future.  
Another informant who gave a detailed answer was Eugene: 
 

That is how it is with service on the whole; if you work daily, you meet new people, and that is how it 
is often with restaurants so you get many regulars and if you meet a person four-five times a week 
then of course you talk, get to know each other. Then in the end when you meet outside of the 
restaurant then you stop and chat, even hang out. So… socially you learn to know many people, when 
you work within service  

 

Anders and Eugene were the only informants who gave extensive answers. While the other 
informants responded that the business had indeed given them an extended social network, only 
Anders and Eugene could describe it in detail.  
 
Next, I wanted to find out what contributes to the balance or imbalance between the social 
network and financial network. When I asked the question to Anders, he did agree with my 
research, but could not offer any observable explanation: 
 

We who are in Chinese restaurants, we know each other… they don‘t often mingle like that… talk we 
do now and then, when we come by, meet on the town, but it isn‘t much, like you say. It is very 
limited 

 

In his answers, I find it hard to understand whether Anders‘ co-workers are part of his social or 
financial network. Perhaps because Anders was born and grew up in Sweden, he has been able to 
create a social network which extends beyond the family. Therefore, both networks appear to 
have switched functions. The social network includes friends, the financial consists of fellow 
restaurants, and the family relatives appear to be included in both. My theory is that his early 
integration into Swedish society, particularly language, has given him opportunities which allow 
create a balance between the networks.  
Bernard stated that the social network is larger among those that are raised to be social. It is a 
cultural trait to have close social connections, and this trait is less important among Swedes. 
Furthermore, he states that family and friends offer a greater economic security. In his reply, the 
social network is due to cultural factors.  
Daniels answered the social network is larger is because the restaurant business is very hectic, 
therefore it does not offer the opportunity to create professional relationships:  

 
First of all… yes in restaurants you only know restaurants… yes I own a Chinese restaurant so one 
only knows Chinese restaurants. I am socially normal, I have some Swedish friends, mingle with them 
but is does not become much. It doesn‘t become bigger… it depends on… first of all you don‘t have 
that so much time. If you are a regular social type, if I know you, you maybe are free on 
Saturday/Sunday, then there isn‘t much opportunity to interact. And then… that is why it becomes 
hard, I think… and for some… the language might be an obstacle… different… views on life 

 

Daniel‘s reply states that the business places demands upon him which limit his abilities to 
expand his financial network. Furthermore, another barrier to the financial network is language, 
which compels Daniel to create his network among those with the same language.  
Eugene believes that there is a certain hesitation from native Swedes when it comes to socializing:   

 

It is difficult. Difficult to point on what it exactly is. Foreigners are well normally… more open 
maybe, I don‘t know. More direct when it come to new people I think they are. It feels as if… meeting 
new faces, saying hello, more no if one puts it like that, and ask a little, talk a little, while… Swedes are 
maybe a bit more withdrawn when it comes to new people 
 

He further explained his answer when I asked whether the social network is more natural to him: 
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Yes precisely, I think that because… think the usual… among my Swedish friends are questions and 
what we talk about, discussions are somewhat more professional, thus, almost programmed, greetings 
and everything you say… through which, I think foreigners are not as experienced, they can take more 
sensitive questions, more personal question which everyone else can think is ―oh, are you allowed to 
ask that?‖ people you meet, a little like that. That you aren‘t… I think Swedes are a bit more… keep 
from asking personal questions. They think it is wrong somehow. Then it is taken in different ways, I 
mean the recipient. But… think there might be something in it 
 

In Eugene‘s views, residents of Sweden communicate through routine and automatic responses. 
Similar to the discussion of ―natural‖ and ―professional‖ skills earlier on, we can according to 
Eugene‘s experiences observe a similar distinction between two forms of communication. From 
his subjective perspective, Eugene observes one form in which communication is programmed 
and another form utilized in an impersonal manner. This cultural division may be visible in the 
workplace and could affect employment between the two forms of communication. Individuals 
who are accustomed to work environments with spontaneous communication with fellow 
employees may encounter difficulty in working under employers who believe a less tactful 
communication generates complications. As a result, individuals accustomed to languages not 
shaped for the Swedish business atmosphere may be unnerved to seeking profession in the 
greater labor market.  
 
When I interviewed Anders, it was difficult to understand who precisely was a member of his 
financial or social network. His association with those he worked with outside of the restaurant 
was limited, which can be attributed to his birth and growth in Sweden. These circumstances 
have given Anders a social network which relegates the financial network to his coworkers. The 
distinction between the two is less blurred. Therefore the image of the social/financial relation 
according to Najib and Pripp cannot truly be applied to him.  
Other informants, such as Bernard and Eugene, follow a cultural explanation. They believe the 
social network is naturally bigger because social uprising naturally generates a larger social 
network. According to Eugene, Swedes are less open and cautious in their communication with 
others. Their responses are less spontaneous, more programmed, as one might point it, more 
gesellschaft.51  
However, this explanation seems too convenient. It is difficult to believe this ‗openness‘ the 
informants describe is a cultural trait and can be applied in a general manner. More likely, this 
openness is less of a cultural factor, and more of a structural business factor. When Eugene 
explained the social contact within restaurants, he stated ―you meet new people on a daily basis‖. 
The restaurant business is an environment which necessitates openness, regardless of the 
informants‘ cultural or social background. This openness is therefore essential, because a 
restaurant must serve all customers. To show any form of refusal of customers would be 
financially impractical.   
According to Eriksen, group solidarity is dependent upon situation and relativity.52 The 
importance of social network arises out of a necessity due to current economic conditions. So far, 
the cultural factors contributing to the network appear too mild to be significant. In general, I 
believe the informants point toward a structural explanation to the disparity of the two networks, 
even though they may state the opposite. As for language, Eugene may be right regarding the two 
different forms of communication, but it will be hard to apply that opinion upon unique 
environments such as restaurants. Perhaps Eugene‘s observation can be used in other 
environments in future studies.  
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The future of integration 

The last questions were about the informants‘ personal opinions on the current condition of 
opportunities on the labor market. There were basically two questions: how different would it 
have been if the informants worked outside of Sweden, and what improvements would they like 
to see in this country.  
Because of his youth, Anders could only guess how the circumstances would have been different 
if he chose to work in his country of origin: 
 

My father probably would have answered better. Maybe… I don‘t know… maybe… how should I put 
it… if you are travelling abroad, the differences then here actually. In such case it would be the people 
and eventually government 

 

Anders believes there is no significant difference between the restaurants in Sweden and in his 
home country. When I asked whether his father made any comparisons then Anders would reply 
that his father has mentioned that foreign restaurants were less common in Sweden in the earlier 
days. To develop this further, I asked him what his opinion on contemporary society in relation 
to opportunities: 
 

I haven‘t really gotten out in the real job market so… what I can think of in the negative sense, what I 
will be exposed to… I know that there are many… people with different backgrounds… and it is very 
difficult. I have heard that… it doesn‘t work when you are a doctor and are picking berries. It has 
gotten better just with acceptance in Sweden lately. But there are many… very many problems to 
work on. There are countless. I think personally things are going upwards 

 

Anders has not described any difficulty when seeking jobs. This is partially because he has a 
secure position at the restaurant and he has grown up in Sweden. But in his comments there is a 
slight concern that his heritage will hinder him in the future, though he does not go into details 
on how his heritage may be a hindrance.  
Charles had an optimistic view of the current situation: 
 

I think it works pretty well as I see it. I have had both Swedish and foreign employees. There are 
advantages and disadvantages of both 

 

When I asked Daniel how things would have been different if he were to work in an alternative 
occupation he answered that the restaurant business is different from other businesses:  
 

Yes I think so definitely, it would have seen different. It will be more friends and stuff. Then it will be 
more friends and less family. I believe so definitely.  

 

Daniel states that he would have more friends if he were not involved in the busy restaurant 
business. When there is less opportunity to spend time with friends outside of the restaurant, 
then the family compensates and constitutes most of his social network.  
I then asked him of the future of family businesses in Sweden: 
 

I can only speak for myself. I know many friends and their children become big, I have lived here in 
Sweden for so long I am educated at high school but some go back to restaurant. If your father is the 
one who runs the restaurant, you go back and try to run it even if you have education for something 
else. I don‘t know why it becomes like that, when they go out and work then maybe you should listen 
to what others say. Maybe it isn‘t so fun, or maybe decide… not equally free, if you are the owner 
then maybe you have more freedom. Just organize things and then say ―I am leaving‖ 

 

Here is also another reference to the aforementioned ‗duty‘ which has been brought up on 
several occasions. Even though a son or daughter may educate themselves for different 
professions, they often return to take over the family business. Although he is unable to express 
an explanation, he believes that the family business allows children to take over as owners so that 
they have a higher position and more freedom. This would be very appealing if their education is 
unable to give them a more lucrative job. From this perspective, it would be sound to assume 
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that family businesses will continue to exist when society is unable to provide jobs according to 
higher education.   
Eugene had difficulty answering the question initially but I managed to properly formulate it so 
he could give his opinion on the opportunities in restaurants: 
 

I don‘t know. What we do now I thinks works in some way that it… don‘t know how it works on 
other places… think it has worked okay so far, we have variety on… it feels that way, in the kitchen 
and such… it is something like an own language, fluent Swedish is not completely necessary when you 
work in a kitchen, or another job if you say so. The only I‘ve seen, the friends I have that own 
restaurants it is a variety on those who work in Swedish restaurants. So… I don‘t know, how it can be 
improved. I mean, there are probably things to do but… I haven‘t met any problems as much 

 

In his quote we can find another possible reason to why the restaurant business is an attractive 
one. The importance of language is according to Eugene, not as significant within the restaurant 
business as it is among other occupations where fluency is required. It would make sense, 
because many of the restaurants are owned by individuals, such as Bernard, who do not belong to 
the same nationality as the food. It is not difficult to specify on a menu which food a customer 
wants, so only a few employees are required to understand the dominant language fluently.  

 

Summary 

For the summary I will attempt to recap the answers that have been given by the informants and 
how they fit into the greater framework I have tried to create. The purpose of the analysis was to 
understand how structural and cultural factors have shaped the working conditions of restaurant 
owners within the Norrköping area. With the three subcategories work, food, and family, I have 
tried to create a balance between what are seemingly structural and cultural factors.  
My main question for this thesis was to understand what structural or cultural factors affect the 
careers of the restaurant owners, and these factors have been divided into work, food and family.  
To some of these restaurant owners, the food is a commodity and the subject is if it is out of 
necessity they specifically choose these dishes. Do they commercialize their ‗culture‘ as a 
livelihood because they are unable to find another worthwhile profession? The analysis provided 
both support and contradiction to that assumption. In contradiction, all informants, regardless of 
their heritage, enjoyed a stable economic position and all apart from Bernard did not express any 
difficulties in finding work. To some of them, the restaurants they worked at are family owned; 
therefore it was easy for them to find work, particularly when they had shown their competence 
and reliability during their youth. However, if there are no obstacles to seeking other professions, 
why do they remain within the restaurant business? This brings us to the obligation, the sense of 
‗duty‘ which the informants have often indirectly referred to, and has influenced them into 
choosing the restaurant profession. This duty has both structural and cultural explanations. A 
structural perspective would argue that the economic vulnerability compels young people to 
safeguard the family‘s economic assets. The income is equally vital to the children as well as the 
parents. The cultural perspective on the other hand would argue that the restaurant owners come 
from cultures where the institution of family is stronger and less challenged. Judging from this 
particular analysis, the scale of duty varies between the informants, with few focusing entirely on 
the family business, others try to balance the family business with own ambitions, and lastly those 
that chose their profession without any consideration towards family obligation. From this, I can 
criticize the cultural perspective for generalizing cultures. Not all informants have described this 
sense of obligation, and it has not been exclusive to any group. Some informants have motivated 
their choices without family obligation and others with it.  
The position of the family in relation to the cultural and structural viewpoints is difficult to place. 
I mentioned this difficulty earlier in this thesis. While it is easy to apply structural explanations to 
the subcategories work and food, family is apparently the most difficult of the three to analyze in 
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a structural manner. According to historian Sir Henry Maine, the family is the central nucleus of 
the western development from a collective society to a society of agreements.53 Tönnies himself 
considered family to be a part of gemeinschaft. On the other hand, Johan Asplund argues that 
firstly; the family is a contract between members of the household without an agreeable 
spontaneity. And secondly, community (and culture) is a complex and indoctrinated social 
relation.54 If Asplund is correct, then the sense of duty has nothing to do with culture 
whatsoever, but is instead an adaptation to structural conditions. The informants are perhaps 
aware they have a greater prospect of succeeding in the family business or by choosing the same 
line of work. This likelihood is even further enhanced when the family has something valuable to 
offer as a commodity, in this case cuisine. Within the restaurants, which I have labeled a 
structural environment, the food has more of an economic value rather than cultural. In the 
cultural sense, the food originally begins as a cultural object, a compression of a group‘s ideology 
and association. But during the transformation process within restaurants, the food gains a 
structural value. Its purpose exists primarily to provide income, and this income is dependent 
upon its appeal in a structural environment. We have noticed that there are various degrees to the 
‗exoticness‘ of the food served. In the smallest degree, much of the food is not treated as a 
cultural commodity but rather as a product which anyone can prepare provided they have the 
ingredients and methods. Here the word exotic is difficult to use, for there is less distinction 
between ‗we‘ (consumers) and ‗they‘ (servers). On the other hand, where the foreign degree is 
important, the exoticness of the meals is dependent upon two cultural conditions; this includes 1) 
the restaurant‘s appearance and 2) the appearance/ethnicity of the servers. In other words, both 
the environment and employees must be different from the consumers. Meals served in this setting 
are protected by a form of hidden copyright which looks negatively upon imitators. The question 
of whether this cuisine monopoly is justified has been divided between the informants. Half 
believe such a monopoly is justified while the other half believes it is not. This negativity is a 
structural reaction, because imitators do not only infringe upon the culture the food belongs to, 
but to the restaurant owner‘s ability to earn a profit. It is understandable when a restaurant owner 
who serves food that belongs to his culture, will feel threatened when someone who belongs to 
another culture will serve the same food. Because the food is a source of his livelihood, he will 
accuse the other of infringing upon his culture; even though the food has more of a structural 
value to him, rather than cultural.  
In conclusion, I would like to summarize the cultural and structural factors that affect the 
informants in their careers. The cultural factors have often been chosen, especially among the 
informants, as the defining conditions of their restaurants. When it comes to seeking profession 
in new environments, the discrepancy between the two networks, the role of food in cultural 
exchanges and the relationship between family and workplace, differences in culture and values 
has been interpreted by the informants as a major factor. However, I feel more inclined to 
disagree and select the structural perspective as more plausible to explaining these factors. I 
understand it is tempting for the informants to accept the cultural explanations, particularly when 
they are compelled to thrive in new communities where they are disadvantaged in terms of 
resources and influence. However, if these disadvantages were not present, then the informants 
would feel less compelled to rely upon cultural properties to compensate. Although the 
adaptation methods may seem cultural in appearance, they are in fact motivated by structural 
gains, namely to gain an income. The informants would like to create the image that there are 
cultural explanations to their business methods, but their primary goal is identical: to ensure a 
livelihood. The structural explanations can be seen as the catalyst for these methods. The 
informants are aware that they will have greater success in pursuing a profession which they have 
familiarity with. They open restaurants, and they model their menu after what is popular. They 
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rely upon family members for labor if they feel incapable of trusting employees. If they belong to 
a family with foreign heritage, then they can use the exotic cuisine as a sales pitch, even if they 
personally have little experience with it. The cultural factors, which were considered dominant, 
are appearances that are shaped by the eyes of the surrounding world. The adaptations and 
conditions of the restaurants are structural, but we interpret them as cultural, a combination of 
the restaurant illustration and the expectations of the customers. Customers prefer to see the 
restaurants in a cultural manner, for they wish to be seen as culturally aware. By eating foreign 
food they prove they have an awareness of the boundary between ‗our‘ and ‗their‘ culture. They 
cross the boundary and become ‗multi-cultural‘, ‗international‘, ‗open-minded‘, etc. Ideologically, 
the more ‗foreign‘ or ‗exotic‘ food is, the more open-minded the consumer becomes by eating it. 
The restaurant owners make use of people‘s desire to be seen as multi-cultural and secure 
themselves some economic safety by catering to this desire. Culture is an ambiguous term; 
therefore it is difficult to classify anyone as ‗multi-cultural‘. However, cuisine offers an easy 
solution; what better way to cross cultural boundaries by eating food, which is found in all 
cultures and takes countless forms and ingredients. Unfortunately, this consumption is only valid 
when the food is abnormal to its surroundings. If the consumers belong to the same culture of 
the food, then the consumption is invalid.  
As I mentioned earlier, the title is an allusion to the quote ―Tell me what you eat, and I will tell 
you who you are‖, by Frenchman Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin. To Brillat-Savarin, there was a 
connection between food and the individual‘s environment. Today, that connection has gained a 
greater significance in sociological studies. I have developed the quote further to indicate how 
more complex the studies have become since Savarin‘s days. When perceived through established 
cultural norms, cuisine is used as an indication of social integration. We have noticed how certain 
cuisines are considered culturally ‗exclusive‘ while others are culturally ‗neutral‘. Interestingly, 
Thomas Hylland Eriksen mentions in his works a tribe in Papua New Guinea that equates 
kinship not with blood, but with food. If two individuals eat of the same meal, they are 
considered relatives.55 This may be an extreme example, but it serves to show how food can 
contain a strong ideological presence that increases when it is consumed. As a cultural object, the 
food is an ideology created by a group, such as families, to be an affixation of their culture. When 
it is eaten, the individual absorbs the inherent culture within the food, thereby integrating 
physically a part of that culture into his worldview. The consumption becomes an initiation of the 
individual‘s ‗openness‘, he cannot be part of the ‗world‘ if he does not consume the foods that are 
from the ‗world‘. The food crosses the boundary between the ‗outside world‘ and the ‗self.‘56 It is 
a symbol of the foreign and an object of consumption. Unfortunately, the term foreign or exotic is 
not easily applied. The term can only be applied ‗theirs‘ in contrast to what ‗we‘ perceive as ours. 
In fact, it might be more proper to state that it is we, the consumers that maintain, or at least 
demand, the foreign image. It is for the sake of consumption that the ‗foreign‘ is created, and we 
strengthen it by indulging it. 
The careers of the restaurant owners have been shaped by various factors. These factors are 
structural, as they revolve around the restaurant owners‘ opportunities to find employment. 
Those born in Sweden have several more advantages than those born outside. They have 
Swedish education and are more proficient in the language, allowing them more choice in 
profession, in contrast to those born outside of Sweden with fewer prospects. The former may 
treat restaurants as a contingency should their first choices of profession fail, though for the 
latter, the restaurants are a necessity, a way to utilize the foreign element in their culture to secure 
themselves financially. Often this foreign element is cuisine, which is an integral part of all 
cultures. Even if the restaurant owners believe their cuisine is not appealing enough to customers, 
they will simply use another culture‘s cuisine. The customers rarely inquire into the relation 
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between the restaurant owner and the food. What is important is that the restaurant owners look 
different than their customers. The unfamiliarity of the meal and the server‘s appearance is enough 
to satisfy the customer‘s desire to become ‗multi-cultural‘. This setting becomes easier to create 
when the restaurant owner has family members to assist, thereby relieving them from employing 
individuals which could contradict the image. Although this adaptation may adequately provide 
economic safety, it is somewhat self-restrictive. Individuals raised in this business may become 
unfamiliar with communicating with co-workers that are not related or they may feel a strong 
sense of obligation towards maintaining the business which provides for them. Fortunately, the 
informants believe the structural restrictions are fading and allowing more freedom in choosing 
alternate professions. However, it is important to point out this dependency upon cuisine/culture 
is mostly maintained by us, the customers of these restaurants. As long as images of the foreign 
are created among customers, there will always be those who will rely upon these images in order 
to adapt in a new environment.  
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