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Ágrip	  
	  

Fjölmenningarsamfélag	   fylgir	   í	   kjölfar	   fólksflutninga	   og	   fólk	   er	   tiltölulega	  
berskjaldað	   fyrir	  öðrum	  menningarheimum.	  Það	  þróar	  með	  sér	  hugmyndir	  
um	   viðmið	   komin	   frá	   tveimur	   eða	   fleirum	   menningarheimum.	   Þegar	   fólk	  
verði	   fyrir	   áhrifum	   af	   tveimur	   eða	   fleiri	   menningum	   geta	   komið	   upp	  
vandamál	   í	   tengslum	   við	   sjálfsmynd	   vegna	   mögulegrar	   togstreitu	   milli	  
sjálfsmyndar	   og	   ólíkra	   menningarlegra	   gilda.	   Slíkt	   gæti	   leitt	   til	  
menningarlegrar	   einangrunar	   þar	   sem	   einstaklingi	   finnst	   hann	   ekki	   vera	  
hluti	   af	   neinni	  menningu,	   heldur	   er	   á	   báðum	  áttum	  varðandi	   ríkjandi	   gildi	  
samfélagsins	  sem	  hann	  flutti	  til	  sem	  og	  gilda	  þess	  sem	  hann	  á	  rætur	  að	  rekja	  
til.	   Kvenkyns	   innflytjendur	   eru	   stundum	   taldar	   minnihlutahópur	   sem	   er	  
berskjaldaðar	   gagnvart	  menningarlegri	   einangrun	  og	  mismun.	  Auk	   þess	   er	  
líklegra	  að	  þær	  verði	  fyrir	  kynþáttafordómum	  og	  að	  til	  verði	  staðalímynd	  af	  
þeim	   sem	   tengist	   kynferði	   þeirra,	   kynþætti	   og	   þjóðerni	   (Bennett,	   1993;	  
Escrivá,	   2000).	   Markmið	   rannsóknarinnar	   er	   að	   kanna	   hvernig	   konur	   frá	  
Asíulöndum	  upplifa	  og	  aðlagast	   fjölmenningu	  á	   Íslandi	   til	  að	  skoða	  hvernig	  
þær	   þróa	   eigin	   sjálfsmynd	   og	   hvernig	   hugtakið	   menningarlegur	  
margbreytileiki	  á	  við	  um	  þær.	   Í	   rannsókninni	  er	   félagsleg	  og	  menntunarleg	  
þátttaka	  þeirra	  einnig	  skoðuð.	  

Þátttakendur	   rannsóknarinnar	   voru	   sex	   konur	   sem	   höfðu	   allar	   flutt	   til	  
landsins	   frá	   ýmsum	   löndum	   Suðaustur-‐Asíu.	   Í	   rannsókninni	   var	   notuð	  
eigindleg	   rannsóknaraðferð	   með	   fyrirbærafræðilegri	   nálgun	   til	   að	   lýsa	   og	  
öðlast	   skilning	   á	   upplifun	   þátttakenda.	   Gögnum	   var	   safnað	   saman	   á	  
sumarmánuðum	  árið	  2013	  og	  vormánuðum	  2014.	  Notast	  var	  við	  hálfopnar	  
spurningar	  í	  einstaklingsviðtölum.	  Niðurstöður	  sýna	  að	  allir	  viðmælendurnir	  
eiga	   í	   erfiðleikum	   með	   að	   takast	   á	   við	   einstök	   menningarleg	   gildi	  
samfélagsins	   og	   eigin	   sjálfsmynd	   vegna	   ólíkra	   menningarlegra	   gilda	   og	  
viðhorfa	   sem	  þær	  upplifa.	  Ólíkir	  menningarheimar	  upprunalands	  þeirra	  og	  
Íslands	   auk	   skorts	   á	   íslenskukunnáttu	   eru	   helstu	   þættir	   sem	   skapa	  
félagsmenningarlegar	  og	  sálrænar	  hindranir	  milli	  þessara	  kvenna	  og	  íslensks	  
samfélags	   í	   heild.	   Sú	   meðhöndlun	   sem	   þær	   fá	   í	   íslensku	   samfélagi,	   auk	  
viðhorfa	   samfélagsins	   gagnvart	   þeim	   byggir	   á	   staðalímynd	   af	   þeim	   vegna	  
kynþáttar,	  kynferðis,	  framtíðaráforma	  og	  persónulegra	  eiginleika	  þeirra.	  Slík	  
viðhorf	  hafa	  áhrif	  á	  aðlögum	  þeirra	  að	  samfélaginu,	  bæði	  hvað	  varðar	  nám	  
og	  á	  félagslegum	  grundvelli.	  

Til	  að	  aðstoða	  konur	  sem	  eru	  innflytjendur	  frá	  Asíulöndum	  til	  að	  aðlagast	  
íslensku	  samfélagi,	  þarf	  að	  grípa	  til	  brýnna	  aðgerða.	  Í	  því	  tilliti	  er	  mikilvægt	  
að	   uppfræða	   samfélagið	   um	   jafnrétti,	   mismunandi	   menningarleg	   gildi	   og	  
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fjölbreytileika	   í	   þjóðerni,	   menningu	   og	   trúarbrögðum	   til	   að	   stuðla	   að	  
jákvæðum	   félagslegum	   viðtökum.	   Sem	   hluti	   af	   þessu	   er	   gert	   ráð	   fyrir	  
félagslegum	   stuðningi,	   sanngjarnari	   meðhöndlun	   innflytjenda,	  
stefnumörkun	   og	   úrræðum	   sem	   hvetja	   til	   þátttökku	   innflytjenda	   í	  
samfélaginu.	  	  

	  



	  

7	  

Abstract	  
	  

The	  impact	  of	  migration	  is	  a	  multicultural	  society.	  People	  are	  comparatively	  
exposed	  to	  and	  are	  developing	  ideas	  of	  references	  to	  two	  or	  more	  cultural	  
diversities.	  When	  people	  face	  the	  exposure	  to	  two	  or	  more	  cultures,	  issues	  
of	   identity	   may	   present	   themselves	   as	   they	   possibly	   struggle	   with	   self-‐
identity	  and	  varied	  cultural	  values.	  This	  could	  lead	  to	  cultural	  marginality,	  a	  
feeling	   that	   one	   does	   not	   belong	   to	   any	   culture,	   but	   rather	   that	   one	   is	  
ambivalent	  of	  both	  the	  values	  of	  the	  dominant	  host	  culture	  and	  the	  values	  
of	  the	  culture	  of	  origin.	   Immigrant	  women	  who	  are	  sometimes	  considered	  
as	  a	  minority	  group	  are	  vulnerable	  to	  the	  impact	  of	  cultural	  marginalization	  
and	  discrimination.	  In	  addition,	  these	  women	  are	  susceptible	  to	  racism	  and	  
stereotyping	   because	   of	   their	   gender,	   race	   and	   ethnicity	   (Bennett,	   1993;	  
Escrivá,	   2000).	   The	   purpose	   of	   this	   research	   is	   to	   explore	   how	   the	  
dimensions	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	   influence	  Asian	   immigrant	  women	  
in	   Iceland	   in	   constructing	   and	   developing	   their	   identity	   and	   how	   the	  
concept	  of	  cultural	  marginality	  applies	  to	  them.	  Their	  participation	  in	  social	  
and	  educational	  settings	  in	  Iceland	  is	  also	  examined.	  	  

The	   participants	   consist	   of	   6	   Asian	   women	   immigrants	   from	   various	  
countries	  in	  Southeast	  Asia	  who	  live	  in	  Iceland.	  Qualitative	  research	  with	  a	  
phenomenological	   approach	   is	   employed	   in	   order	   to	   describe	   and	  
understand	   the	   essence	   of	   lived	   experiences	   of	   individuals	   who	   have	  
experienced	   a	   particular	   phenomenon.	   The	   data	   is	   collected	   individually	  
with	   semi-‐structured	   interviews	   using	   open-‐ended	   questions	   throughout	  
summer	  2013	  and	  spring	  2014.	  The	  study	  reveals	  that	  all	  of	  the	  women	  are	  
struggling	   to	   cope	   with	   distinctive	   cultural	   values	   and	   identity	   from	   the	  
result	   of	   contact	   with	   different	   cultural	   values	   and	   attitudes.	   The	  
dissimilarities	   of	   culture	   and	   lack	   of	   Icelandic	   language	   skills	   are	   the	  
prominent	   factors	   in	   producing	   sociocultural	   and	   psychological	   barriers	  
between	   the	   women	   and	   Icelandic	   society	   at	   large.	   The	   treatment	   they	  
receive	  from	  the	  society,	  the	  apparent	  stereotype	  related	  to	  their	  race	  and	  
gender,	   future	   plans	   and	   personality	   attributes	   are	   determining	   factors	   in	  
these	  women’s	  adaptation	  motivation,	  which	  subsequently	  influences	  their	  
participation	  in	  educational	  and	  social	  settings.	  	  

As	  a	  means	  to	  assist	  Asian	   immigrant	  women	   in	  the	  process	  of	  cultural	  
adaptation	  into	  Icelandic	  society,	  some	  imperative	  actions	  should	  be	  taken	  
into	   account.	   The	   discussion	   suggests	   educating	   the	   society	   at	   large	   on	  
equality	   and	   the	   value	   of	   ethnic,	   religious	   and	   cultural	   diversity	   to	  
encourage	   social	   acceptance.	   Social	   support,	   equal	   treatment	   toward	  
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immigrants,	   policies	   and	   programs	   to	   encourage	   participation	   of	  
immigrants	  in	  society	  are	  anticipated.	  	  
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1 Introduction	  
	  

Broadly,	  as	  many	  scholars’	  researches	  have	  shown,	  the	  stereotypes	  of	  Asian	  
women	   in	   the	  Western	  world	   are	   predominantly	   negative.	   Davies,	   Dickey	  
and	   Stratford	   (1987,	   p.	   viii)	   imply	   that	   mass	   media	   is	   prejudiced	   and	  
judgmental	   against	   women	   of	   colour	   and	   of	   low	   class	   workers.	   Asian	  
women	   have	   been	   categorized	   as	   third	   world	   women	   (ignorant,	   poor,	  
uneducated,	   traditional,	   etc.),	  whereas	   the	  description	  of	  white	  women	   is	  
the	   opposite	   (modern,	   liberal	   and	   able	   to	   make	   decisions	   on	   their	   own)	  
(Mohanty,	   2003,	   p.	   22).	   The	   stereotype	   of	   Asian	   women	   has	   been	  
heightened	  with	  the	  difficult	  position	  these	  women	  face	  (in	  the	  U.S.)	  where	  
many	   female	   immigrants	   of	   Asian	   origin	   have	   very	   low	   wages	   and	   many	  
refugees	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  are	  poor	  and	  uneducated	  (U.S.	  Department	  of	  
Commerce,	  2000).	  

During	  my	   stay	   in	   Iceland,	   I	   have	   experienced	   racism	   and	   stereotyping	  
because	  of	  my	  ethnicity	  and	  skin	  colour.	  There	  are	  other	  foreign	  women	  in	  
Iceland,	   whom	   I	   know	   personally,	   who	   have	   similar	   experiences.	   The	  
process	   of	   cultural	   adaption	   of	   these	   women,	   including	   myself,	   into	  
Icelandic	   culture	   and	   society	   have	   not	   been	   easy,	   and	   subsequently	  
promote	   frictions	   in	   the	   relationships	   with	   their	   partners	   and	   other	  
Icelanders.	   From	   our	   casual	   conversations,	   I	   gathered	   that	   these	   women	  
often	  felt	  helpless	  and	  isolated	  due	  to	  the	  lack	  of	  social	  support.	  The	  feeling	  
of	   being	   alienated	   and	   distressed,	   without	   network	   support	   from	  
immediate	   family	   and	   sometimes	   even	   without	   friends	   could	   heighten	  
mental	   and	   emotional	   struggles.	   Worse	   yet,	   these	   women	   were	   judged	  
based	  on	   their	  gender,	   race	  and	  ethnicity.	  The	   stereotyping	  and	  prejudice	  
these	   women	   face	   awake	   the	   feeling	   of	   alienation	   from	   the	   society.	   This	  
form	  of	  alienation	  could	  have	  a	  negative	  impact	  and	  harmful	  effect	  on	  Asian	  
women	  in	  their	  professional	  and	  social	  lives	  in	  general.	  Adapting	  to	  a	  life	  in	  
a	   new	   home	   can	   be	   a	   struggle.	   The	   social	   conditions	   in	   a	   homogenous	  
society,	  such	  as	  Iceland,	  can	  result	  in	  personal	  conflicts	  between	  their	  own	  
cultural	  values	  and	  Western	  values.	  	  	  

The	  lack	  of	  research	  on	  Asian	  women	  in	  Iceland	  conducted	  by	  persons	  of	  
Asian	   origin	   and	   drawing	   from	   my	   own	   experience	   and	   of	   other	   Asian	  
women	  in	  Iceland	  has	  compelled	  me	  to	  explore	  the	  stories	  of	  these	  women	  
further.	   I	   feel	   that	   my	   cultural	   background	   and	   my	   status	   as	   an	   Asian	  
immigrant	  woman	  benefit	  me	   in	   this	   research.	   It	  does	  not	  only	  encourage	  
the	   participants	   to	   share	  with	  me	   their	   personal	   thoughts	   and	   feelings,	   it	  
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also	   benefits	   me	   in	   analysing	   their	   discourses	   and	   experiences	   from	   a	  
similar	  point	  of	  view.	  

Evidently,	   statistic	   has	   shown	   the	   increase	   of	   global	   mobility	   across	  
economic	  and	  political	  life,	  education,	  tourism	  and	  the	  labour	  market.	  This	  
on-‐going	  global	  mobility	   leads	  to	  the	  movement	  of	  people	  and	  has	  a	  great	  
influence	   on	   current	  migration	   trends.	   In	   addition	   to	   all	   of	   those	   factors,	  
low	   standard	   of	   living	   conditions,	   violence	   and	   political	   conflicts,	  
environmental	   problems,	   differences	   in	   economic	   perspectives	   and	   the	  
rapidly	   growing	   gap	   between	   rich	   and	   poor	   countries	   increase	   migration	  
numbers	   (Anthias	  &	  Lazaridis,	  2000;	  Carr,	  2010;	  Favell,	   Feldblum	  &	  Smith,	  
2006).	  

People	  are	  actively	  exposed	  to	  and	  are	  developing	   frame	  of	   references	  
to	  two	  or	  more	  cultural	  diversities.	  When	  people	  migrate,	  they	  are	  not	  only	  
connected	   to	   one	   nation	   or	   language,	   but	   rather	   to	   two	   or	   even	   more	  
nations	  and	  languages	  (Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  2007,	  p.	  48).	  Bennett	  (1993)	  
notes	   that	   some	   minority	   groups,	   which	   may	   consist	   of	   immigrants	   and	  
refugees,	  have	  developed	  and	  maintained	  a	  cultural	  existence	  in	  the	  society	  
that	  may	  hinder	  adjustment	  to	  the	  dominant	  culture.	  Conversely,	  there	  are	  
other	  members	  of	  minority	  groups	  who	  repeatedly	  internalize	  their	  cultures	  
of	   origin	   and	   dominant	   culture	   in	   order	   to	   sufficiently	   function	   in	   the	  
society.	  All	  of	  these	  members	  of	  minority	  cultures	  share	  the	  same	  sense	  of	  
issues	  with	  self-‐concept	  and	  identity	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  110–111).	  	  

Immigrant	  women,	  who	  are	  sometimes	  considered	  as	  a	  minority	  group,	  
are	   often	   considered	   vulnerable	   to	   the	   impact	   of	   cultural	  marginalization	  
and	   discrimination.	   Immigrant	   women	   experience	   discrimination	   in	   host	  
societies	   in	   the	   dimensions	   of	   race,	   gender,	   class,	   cultural	   (religion	   and	  
language),	   and	   national	   characteristics	   (Escrivá,	   2000,	   p.	   211).	   In	   most	  
Western	   countries,	   Asian	   immigrant	  women	   are	   predominantly	   perceived	  
as	  women	  of	  colour	  from	  a	  third	  world	  country.	  This	  statement	  illuminates	  
a	  complex	   interpretation	  that	  place	  Asian	  women	  in	  a	  vulnerable	  position.	  
Bhachu	   (1996)	   further	   explains	   the	   extensive	   influences	   of	   Western	  
ideologies	   not	   only	   constructing	   fixed	   representation	   of	   the	   non-‐Western	  
world,	   but	   also	   apply	   authority	   over	   third	   world	   women.	   Ethnic	   cultural	  
values	  of	  Asian	  women	  are	  often	  signified	  as	  repressive	  traits	  that	  many	  of	  
these	   women	  must	   accept,	   rather	   than	   as	   values	   they	   continually	   adopt,	  
choose	   to	  accept,	   reproduce,	  modify,	   recreate	  and	  elaborate	  according	   to	  
the	  circumstances	  in	  which	  they	  are	  situated	  (Bhachu,	  1996,	  p.	  100).	  

Billson	   (2005)	  describes	   that	   race,	   ethnicity,	   religion	   and	  other	   cultural	  
differences	   are	   the	   defining	   variables	   that	   usually	   influence	   cross-‐cultural	  
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dimensions	  from	  a	  variant	  of	  two	  cultures	   in	  which	   individuals	  participate.	  
Either	  one	  is	  a	  part	  of	  the	  “in-‐group”	  or	  remains	  in	  the	  “out-‐group”	  (Billson,	  
2005,	   p.	   30).	   Cultural	   marginality	   refers	   to	   dilemmas	   of	   cross-‐cultural	  
contact.	   Janet	  Bennett	   (1993)	  develops	  the	  concept	  of	  cultural	  marginality	  
as	   incorporating	   two	   manifestations,	   encapsulated	   marginality	   and	  
constructive	   marginality.	   The	   process	   of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   is	  
identified	  by	  Young	  Yun	  Kim	   (2001)	  as	  opportunities	   for	  new	   learning	  and	  
growth.	  It	  conveys	  understanding	  of	  the	  new	  environment,	  the	  people	  and	  
the	   culture.	   Therefore,	   cultural	   adaptation	   is	   a	   survival,	   a	   progressive	  
process	  in	  finding	  and	  defining	  oneself	  and	  others,	  creating	  and	  maintaining	  
identity	   while	   embracing	   the	   new	   culture	   and	   its	   diverse	   traditions.	   Kim	  
(1988,	   2001,	   2009)	   clarifies	   the	   integrative	   theory	   of	   cross-‐cultural	  
adaptation	  as	  a	  set-‐off	  explanatory	  scheme	  connecting	  personal	  and	  social	  
communication	   patterns	   of	   individual	   immigrants	   and	   sojourners,	   their	  
adaptive	  position	  and	  host	  environment	  characteristics.	  

The	  purpose	  of	  this	  research	  is	  to	  explore	  how	  the	  dimensions	  of	  cross-‐
cultural	   adaptation	   influence	   Asian	   immigrant	   women	   in	   Iceland	   in	  
constructing	  and	  developing	  their	  identity	  and	  how	  the	  concept	  of	  cultural	  
marginality	   applies	   to	   them.	   Their	   participation	   in	   social	   and	   educational	  
settings	   in	   Iceland	   is	   also	   examined.	   Therefore,	   to	   establish	   the	   answers	   I	  
develop	  my	  research	  questions:	  	  

1. How	   does	   the	   concept	   of	   cultural	   marginality	   apply	   to	   Asian	  
immigrant	  women	  from	  in	  Iceland?	  

2. How	  do	   these	  women	  experience	   their	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   in	  
Iceland?	  

3. How	   does	   the	   process	   of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   influence	   the	  
women	  in	  constructing	  and	  developing	  their	  identity?	  

4. How	  do	  these	  women	  participate	   in	  social	  and	  educational	  settings	  
in	  Iceland?	  

I	  hope	   that	   this	   research	  will	  help	   to	  better	  understand	   the	  position	  of	  
Asian	   immigrant	   women	   in	   Icelandic	   society	   and	   to	   create	   imperative	  
actions	  to	  assist	  the	  process	  of	  cultural	  adaptation	  into	  Icelandic	  society.	  

The	   thesis	   is	   divided	   into	   nine	   chapters	   and	   sub-‐chapters.	   The	   first	  
chapter	   is	  the	   introduction	  of	  my	  thesis,	  the	  reason	  behind	  my	  motivation	  
for	   conducting	   this	   research	   and	   research	   questions.	   The	   second	   chapter	  
covers	   the	   dimensions	   of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   where	   key	   terms	  
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associated	   with	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   are	   explored	   to	   give	   a	   better	  
understanding	   of	   the	   concepts	   and	   terms	   of	   which	   are	   often	   used	   in	   the	  
cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   context.	   The	   main	   theoretical	   background,	   in	  
which	  I	  review	  the	  concept	  of	  cultural	  marginality	  by	  Janet	  Bennett	  (1993)	  
and	  integrative	  theory	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  by	  Kim	  Young	  Yun	  (1988,	  
2001,	   2009),	   are	   also	   explored	   in	   this	   chapter.	   International	   women	  
migration	   and	   women	   migration	   from	   Asia	   to	   Western	   countries	   are	  
examined	  briefly	  in	  chapter	  three,	  including	  the	  social	  and	  cultural	  position	  
of	   Asian	   women	   in	   Western	   societies.	   The	   paradigms	   of	   Western	  
interpretation	   of	   the	   Eastern	   world,	   especially	   of	   Asian	   women	   are	   also	  
described.	   Findings	   from	   studies	  of	  Asian	   immigrants,	   both	   in	   Iceland	   and	  
other	   western	   countries	   are	   presented	   to	   offer	   insights	   on	   the	   sphere	   of	  
Asian	  immigrants’	  studies.	  To	  illustrate	  the	  receiving	  country	  of	  immigrants,	  
in	   this	   case	   Iceland,	   is	   presented	   in	   chapter	   four	   including	   its	   society	   and	  
culture.	   Immigration	   in	   Iceland	   is	   also	   presented	   to	   shed	   light	   on	  
immigration	  policy	  and	  the	  rapid	   influx	  of	   immigration	  in	   Iceland.	  The	  fifth	  
chapter	   is	   a	   brief	   review	   of	   Southeast	   Asian	   countries	   in	   general.	  
Geographical	   setting,	   early	   inhabitants,	   religions	   and	   traditional	   cultural	  
values	   are	   illustrated	   to	   comprehend	   the	   contextual	   factors	   of	   Asian	  
immigrants	   for	  correlated	  support.	  The	  sixth	  chapter	  explains	  my	  research	  
design,	   sampling	   method,	   participants,	   procedure,	   instruments,	   data	  
analyses,	  limitation	  of	  the	  research,	  limitation	  of	  the	  research	  and	  potential	  
ethical	   issues	   of	   the	   research.	   The	   seventh	   chapter	   presents	   the	   findings	  
(transcription	  of	  the	  interviews)	  and	  data	  analyses	  that	  are	  divided	  into	  ten	  
diverse	   themes.	   Summary	   and	   discussion	   of	   this	   research	   is	   presented	   in	  
the	  eight	  chapter.	  The	  last	  chapter	  is	  the	  conclusion.	  
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2 Theoretical	  Background	  
	  

For	   theoretical	   background,	   I	   review	   the	   concept	   of	   cultural	   marginality	  
developed	   by	   Janet	   Bennett	   (1993)	   to	   illustrate	   the	   internal	   process	   of	  
marginalization	  as	  an	   impact	  of	  being	  exposed	  to	  different	  cultural	  values,	  
and	  Kim’s	  (1988,	  2001,	  2009)	  integrative	  theory	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  
that	   explains	   the	   process	   of	   adaptation	   and	   the	   factors	   affecting	   cross-‐
cultural	  adaptation.	  Before	  I	  introduce	  the	  theories	  employed	  in	  this	  thesis,	  
I	   would	   like	   to	   discuss	   the	   dimensions	   and	   key	   terms	   of	   cross-‐cultural	  
adaptation,	   which	   are	   often	   used	   within	   the	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	  
process.	  Various	  terms	  have	  been	  used	  to	  define	  the	  process	  of	  adaptation	  
undergone	  by	   immigrants	  and	  sojourners	  by	  many	  researchers	   from	  many	  
disciplines.	  	  

2.1 	   The	  Dimensions	  and	  Key	  Terms	  Associated	  with	  Cross-‐
	   Cultural	  Adaptation	  

Immigrants	   carry	   a	   burden	   of	   making	   adjustments	   into	   their	   new	  
environment	   almost	   exclusively.	   The	   desire	   to	   retain	   the	   original	   cultural	  
customs	  and	  ethnic	  identity	  may	  oppose	  the	  idea	  of	  having	  to	  change	  their	  
customary	  cultural	  habits	  and	  adopt	  new	  ways	  of	  the	  host	  environment.	  In	  
making	   adjustments	   and	   adaptations	   in	   their	   new	   environment,	   the	  
conditions	  of	  immigrants	  influence	  their	  adaptive	  competence.	  Conflict	  may	  
create	   stress	   in	   the	   cultural	   adaptation	   process	   that	   may	   lead	   to,	  
temporarily	  at	   least,	  a	  state	  of	   instability,	  which	   is	   replicated	   in	  confusion,	  
uncertainty	   and	   anxiety	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   54–55).	   This	   cultural	   adaptation	  
milieu	   will	   intensify	   in	   the	   case	   of	   patronizing	   ethnocentrism	   which	   is	  
constructed	   into	   assumption	   about	   immigrant	   adaptation	   connected	   to	  
“foreign	   with	   inferior”	   and	   “the	   host	   society	   and	   culture	   with	   superior”	  
(Rumbaut,	   1999,	   p.	   174).	   Ethnocentrism	   means	   the	   views	   and	   standards	  
held	   from	   one’s	   own	   group	   and	   judgements	   made	   about	   other	   groups	  
based	  on	  one’s	  own	  group’s	  values	  and	  beliefs	  (Ting-‐Toomey,	  1999,	  p.	  157).	  

A	  distinction	  has	  been	  derived	  between	  psychological	  and	  sociocultural	  
adaptation.	  Psychological	  adaptation	  refers	  to	  internal	  characteristics	  of	  an	  
individual,	   such	   as	   good	  mental	   health,	   psychological	   problems	  of	   anxiety	  
and	  depression,	  and	  a	  high	  sense	  of	  well-‐being	  such	  as	  self-‐esteem	  and	  life	  
satisfaction	   (Searle	  &	  Ward,	  1990).	   Life	   satisfaction	  has	  been	  defined	  as	  a	  
universal	  evaluation	  of	  quality	  of	   life	  based	  on	  an	   individual’s	  own	  chosen	  
criteria	  (Shin	  &	  Johnson,	  1987).	  Generally,	  psychological	  adaptation	  signifies	  
an	   individual’s	   satisfaction,	  a	   clear	   sense	  of	  personal	  and	  cultural	   identity,	  
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and	   emotional	   well-‐being	   in	   the	   new	   cultural	   context.	   Sociocultural	  
adaptation	  refers	  to	  the	  acquisition	  of	  the	  cultural	  competencies	  needed	  in	  
order	   to	   function	   effectively	   in	   specific	   social	   and	   cultural	   contexts.	  
Sociocultural	   adaptation	   is	   more	   concerned	   with	   the	   quality	   of	   the	  
relationships	  between	  individuals	  and	  their	  socio-‐cultural	  milieus,	  including	  
their	  ability	  to	  deal	  with	  daily	  problems	  such	  as	  family	  life,	  work	  and	  school	  
(Berry,	  1997,	  p.	  14;	  Sam,	  Vedder,	  Ward	  &	  Horenczyk,	  2006,	  p.	  117–119).	  

For	   adolescents	   who	   migrate	   at	   a	   young	   age,	   their	   families	   and	  
immediate	   communities	   shape	   their	   acculturation	   attitudes.	   Adolescents	  
absorb	  their	  attitudes	  about	  their	  own	  and	  other	  cultures	  from	  the	  family,	  
their	   peers,	   their	   school,	   and	   other	   adults	   with	   whom	   they	   interact.	  
Adolescents	  can	  also	  differ	  in	  their	  preferences	  of	  friends,	  in	  their	  eagerness	  
to	   learn	   a	   new	   language	   or	   retain	   their	   ethnic	   language,	   to	   the	   extent	   to	  
which	   cultural	   values	   they	   prefer	   to	   adhere.	   These	   preferences	   are	   based	  
on	  contextual	  factors,	  such	  as	  the	  community	  they	  live	  in,	  their	  experience	  
with	   discrimination	   and	   personal	   characteristics,	   such	   as	   gender	   and	  
ethnicity.	  However,	  such	  preferences	  will	  change	  over	  time,	  as	  adolescents	  
mature	   and	   expand	   their	   experience	   in	   society	   (Phinney,	   Berry,	   Vedder	  &	  
Liebkind,	  2006,	  p.	  75).	  	  

Eriksen	  (2002)	  claims	  that	  people	  from	  different	  cultures	  have	  different	  
cognitions,	   emotions,	   motivations	   and	   values.	   Our	   identity	   is	   not	   only	  
influenced	  by	  how	  we	  see	  ourselves,	  but	  additionally	  by	  how	  others	  see	  us.	  
When	   we	   move	   into	   another	   country	   or	   culture,	   race,	   class,	   gender	   and	  
ethnicity	  also	  define	  us.	  The	  terms	  of	  race,	  class,	  gender	  and	  ethnicity	  have	  
been	   developed	   historically	   but	   there	   are	   ambiguous	   boundaries	   in	   the	  
physical	   traits	   within	   defined	   racial	   groups.	   Race	   is	   a	   cultural	   construct,	  
whether	  it	   is	  biologically	  correlated	  or	  not	  (Eriksen,	  2002,	  p.	  4–5).	   In	  social	  
science,	  there	  are	  two	  main	  definitions	  of	  class.	  One	  stems	  from	  Karl	  Marx	  
and	  the	  other	  from	  Max	  Weber.	  The	  Marxist	  views	  social	  class	  according	  to	  
its	   relationship	   to	   the	   productive	   process	   in	   society	   with	   emphasis	   on	  
economic	   aspects,	  while	  Weber	  prefers	   to	   view	   status	   groups	   rather	   than	  
classes.	   The	  Weberian	   has	   developed	   social	   classes	   into	   theories	   of	   social	  
stratification,	  combines	  several	  criteria	  in	  defining	  classes	  including	  income,	  
education,	  and	  political	   influence	  (Eriksen,	  2002,	  p.	  7–8).	  Feminist	  scholars	  
believe	  that	  gender	  is	  the	  important	  predictor	  of	  the	  degree	  of	  power	  and	  
well-‐being	  in	  society.	  West	  and	  Zimmerman	  (2011)	  argue	  that	  gender	  is	  an	  
achieved	   status,	   which	   is	   constructed	   across	   psychological,	   cultural	   and	  
social	   contexts.	   In	  Western	  societies,	   the	  accepted	  cultural	  perspective	  on	  
gender	   defines	   women	   and	   men	   as	   unambiguously	   distinctive	   with	  
psychological	   and	  behavioural	   tendencies	   that	   can	  be	   foreseen	   from	   their	  
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reproductive	   functions	   (West	   &	   Zimmerman,	   2011,	   p.	   200–201).	   Eriksen	  
(2002)	  points	  out	  that	  in	  social	  anthropology,	  ethnicity	  commonly	  refers	  to	  
“relationships	   between	   groups	   whose	   members	   consider	   themselves	  
distinctive”	   (p.	   7).	   Because	   ethnicity	   can	   take	   up	   many	   forms	   and	   ethnic	  
ideologies	   generally	   emphasize	   common	   descent	   among	   their	   members,	  
ethnicity	  and	  race	  are	  problematic	  to	  distinguish	  (Eriksen,	  2002,	  p.	  6).	  	  	  

Immigrants	   and	   sojourners	   in	   unfamiliar	   cultures	  who	   have	   developed	  
and	  maintained	   cultural	   existence	   in	   the	   society	   often	   adapt	   bifocality,	   a	  
twofold	  frame	  of	  reference	  which	  they	  constantly	  compare	  their	  situations,	  
practices	  and	  relationships	   in	   their	  original	  home	  society	   to	   their	  situation	  
in	  the	  host	  society	  abroad	  (Guarnizo,	  1997;	  Rouse,	  1992;	  Smith,	  2001).	  The	  
other	   intersection	   of	   the	   person	   and	   a	   new	   culture	   could	   generate	  
transnational	  habitus,	  a	  set	  of	  dualistic	  dispositions	  that	  inclines	  migrants	  to	  
act	  and	  react	  to	  specific	  situations	  or	  sociocultural	  rules	   in	  an	  unconscious	  
manner,	  which	  is	  not	  always	  calculated	  (Guarnizo,	  1997,	  p.	  311).	  	  

Another	   concept	   as	   an	   initiative	   results	   from	   interactions	   between	  
individuals,	  groups,	  or	  organisations	  coming	   from	  different	  backgrounds	   is	  
hybridity.	   It	   is	   used	   in	   discussion	   of	   how	   individuals	   internalize	   diverse	  
cultural	   influences.	   Individuals	   attain	   a	   “hybrid”	   cultural	   identity	   if	   they	  
(partly)	  adopt	  new	  forms	  and	  practices	  and	   integrate	   them	   into	   their	  own	  
behaviour	  repertoire	  (Bernhard,	  2013,	  p.	  13).	  Since	  people	  have	  interacted	  
and	  cultural	   forms	  have	  become	  hybridised	  constantly,	   thus	  every	  cultural	  
form	   or	   experience	   is	   hybrid,	   entailing	   cultural	   mixing,	   changes,	   flux,	  
openness	   and	   individual	   strategies	   (Bernhard,	   2013,	   p.	   13;	   Bhabha,	   2004;	  
Eriksen,	  2002,	  p.	  153).	  	  

Living	  in	  a	  multicultural	  society	  as	  today,	  without	  a	  doubt	  creates	  some	  
issues	   and	   concerns	   of	   adaptation	   which	   may	   lead	   to	   certain	   attitudes	  
toward	  ethnicity	  or	  race.	  Whitley,	  Jr.	  and	  Kite	  (2009)	  define	  attitudes	  as	  the	  
evaluations	  of	  an	  entire	   social	   group	  or	  of	   individuals	  as	  members	  of	   that	  
group.	   People	   may	   see	   the	   group	   as	   positive	   or	   negative	   and	   they	   may	  
make	   an	   emotional	   decision	   to	   like	   or	   dislike	   someone	   with	   very	   little	  
conscious	  consideration.	  Emotional	  reactions	  to	  social	  groups	  or	  individuals	  
can	   originate	   from	   several	   sources.	   They	   can	   stem	   from	   perception	   that	  
another	   social	   group	   threatens	   their	   own	   group	   or	   from	   close	   personal	  
contacts	  with	  members	  of	  other	  social	  groups	  (Whitley,	  Jr.	  &	  Kite,	  2009,	  p.	  
11–12).	   Prejudice	   is	   conceptualized	   as	   an	   attitude,	   which	   has	   a	   cognitive	  
component	  (beliefs	  about	  a	  target	  group),	  an	  affective	  component	  (dislike),	  
and	  a	  conative	  component	  (negative	  behavioural	  tendency	  toward	  a	  social	  
group)	  (Dovidio,	  Hewstone,	  Glick	  &	  Esses,	  2010,	  p.	  5).	  



	  

20	  

The	  behavioural	  manifestation	  of	  prejudice	  is	  discrimination.	  It	  refers	  to	  
inappropriate	  and	  unfair	   treatment	  towards	   individuals	  due	  to	  their	  group	  
membership	  (Dovidio,	  Hewstone,	  Glick	  &	  Esses,	  2010,	  p.	  9).	  Berry,	  Phinney,	  
Kwak	   and	   Sam	   (2006)	   argue	   that	   discrimination	   against	   immigrants	   and	  
groups	   is	   seen	   as	   a	   common	   feature	   of	   intercultural	   relations.	  While	   it	   is	  
possible	   to	   measure	   objective	   assessments	   (e.g.	   evidence	   of	   differential	  
income,	   education,	   housing),	   the	   important	   thing	   is	   how	   people	   perceive	  
the	   treatment	   they	   receive	   (Berry,	   Phinney,	   Kwak	   &	   Sam,	   2006,	   p.	   13).	  
Discrimination	  is	  a	  fact	  of	  society	  and	  is	  always	  linked	  to	  certain	  prejudices.	  
When	   discrimination	   disadvantages	   members	   of	   certain	   racial	   and	  
gendered	   groups,	   we	   have	   the	   problems	   of	   prejudice	   and	   racism	   (Jones,	  
1997,	  p.	  4).	  

It	   is	  not	  easy	   to	  define	   racism	  as	  a	   singular	   concept	  as	   there	  are	  many	  
definitions.	  According	  to	  O´Sullivan-‐See	  and	  Wilson	  (1988),	  racism	  builds	  on	  
the	   negative	   attitude	   and	   assumption	   view	   of	   prejudice.	   Racism	   is	   a	  
complex	  belief	  system	  that	  counsels	  and	  validates	  a	  minority	  group’s	  or	  an	  
out	  group’s	  subordination	  by	  claiming	  that	  the	  group	  is	  either	  biogenetically	  
or	  culturally	  inferior	  (O’Sullivan-‐See	  &	  Wilson,	  1988).	  Racism	  is	  a	  matter	  of	  
behaviour;	   either	   it	   is	   a	   manifestation	   of	   hatred	   or	   contempt	   towards	  
individuals	  whose	  physical	  characteristics	  are	  different	  from	  our	  own,	  or	   it	  
is	  a	  matter	  of	  ideology,	  a	  doctrine	  concerning	  human	  race	  (Todorov,	  2005,	  
p.	  64).	  When	  social	  categories	  are	  racialized,	  it	  is	  typically	  based	  upon	  their	  
physical	   appearance,	   ethnicity	   or	   religion.	   Because	   racism	   is	   a	   culturally	  
shared	  system	  of	  beliefs,	  it	  may	  be	  reinforced	  by	  policies,	  social	  norms	  and	  
laws	  (Dovido,	  Gaertner	  &	  Kawakami,	  2010,	  p.	  19).	  	  

Jones	   (1997)	  defined	  stereotype	  as	  a	  positive	  or	  negative	  set	  of	  beliefs	  
held	   by	   an	   individual	   about	   the	   characteristics	   of	   a	   group	   of	   people.	  
Stereotypes	   play	   a	   vital	   role	   in	   our	   everyday	   life	   because	   they	   have	   been	  
shown	  to	  affect	  what	  information	  we	  pay	  attention	  to	  and	  remember,	  how	  
we	  interpret	  that	  information,	  and	  how	  we	  use	  it	  to	  form	  judgments	  (Jones,	  
1997,	   p.	   167,	   170).	   Persistent	   ethnic	   stereotypes	   and	   prejudicial	   attitudes	  
are	  one	  of	   the	  major	   factors	   in	   limiting	   intergroup	  contact	  and	  preserving	  
ethnic	  boundaries	  (O’Sullivan-‐See	  &	  Wilson,	  1988).	  	  

2.2 	   Cultural	  Marginality	  

Robert	   Park	   originally	   defined	   the	   concept	   of	   marginality	   in	   1928	   in	   his	  
seminal	   essay	   “Human	   migration	   and	   marginal	   man”.	   According	   to	   Park	  
(1928),	  marginality	  is	  a	  psychological	  process	  triggered	  by	  changes	  of	  places	  
and	   custom,	   which	   are	  manifested	   by	  migration.	   The	  marginal	  man	   is	   an	  
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individual	  who	  is	  going	  through	  a	  marginalization	  process	  as	  someone	  who	  
lives	   in	   two	   different	   worlds,	   of	   which	   he	   feels	   insecure	   and	   ambiguous	  
about,	   unable	   to	   make	   any	   decisions.	   Mostly,	   the	   on-‐going	   conflicts	   are	  
materialized	  inside	  the	  mind	  of	  a	  marginal	  man	  (Park,	  1928,	  p.	  890–893).	  

Everett	   Stonequist	   (1937)	  developed	  Park’s	   (1928)	   concept	  of	  marginal	  
man	   as	   an	   individual	   who	   experiences	   marginality	   through	   inner	   states	  
(feelings	  and	  attitudes)	  and	   that	  a	  marginal	  man	  exists	   in	  all	   societies	  and	  
cultures.	   Stonequist	   (1937)	   assessed	   the	  marginality	   that	   exists	   in	   a	   social	  
group	  where	   its	  members	   convey	   the	   feeling	   as	   an	   outsider	  with	   identity	  
deficiency	  and	  the	  feeling	  of	  inadequacy.	  The	  trials	  and	  errors	  of	  integration	  
have	   led	   an	   individual	   as	   a	  marginal	   man	   to	   living	   on	   the	  margin	   of	   two	  
cultures	   where	   he	   is	   not	   fully	   accepted	   in	   the	   dominant	   culture	   and	   yet	  
troubled	  by	  the	  characteristics	  of	  the	  old	  cultural	  identity	  (Stonequist,	  1937,	  
p.	  145–146).	  	  

When	   individuals	  are	  exposed	  to	  two	  or	  more	  different	  cultures,	   issues	  
of	   cultural	   identity	  may	  present	   themselves	  as	   they	  possibly	   struggle	  with	  
self-‐concept	   and	   self-‐identity.	   The	   concept	   cultural	  marginality	   developed	  
by	  Janet	  Bennett	  (1993)	  is	  an	  evolution	  from	  the	  notion	  attributed	  by	  Park	  
and	  Stonequist	  concerning	  marginality,	  as	  a	  feeling	  that	  an	  individual	  does	  
not	  belong	  to	  any	  culture,	  but	   rather	   lives	  on	  the	  margins	  of	  one	  or	  more	  
cultures.	  Bennett	  (1993)	  bases	  her	  theories	  on	  the	  development	  of	  training	  
and	  designing	  educational	  programs	  for	  varied	  minority	  ethnic	  groups	  in	  the	  
United	  States.	  As	  the	  newcomers	  to	  the	  host	  society,	  these	  individuals	  have	  
developed	   and	   maintained	   their	   original	   culture	   and	   are	   reluctant	   to	  
dissolve	  it.	  They	  bridge	  and	  internalize	  two	  cultures,	  their	  own	  and	  the	  host	  
culture,	   carry	   on	   diffusing	   their	   perspective	   gained	   through	   other	   cultural	  
experiences	   without	   really	   detaching	   themselves	   from	   their	   past	   cultural	  
experiences	   (Bennett,	   1993,	   p.	   110–111).	   They	   have	   the	   ability	   to	   adapt,	  
shift	   and	   surpass	   their	   own	   cultural	   origin	   as	   a	   coping	   mechanism	   and	  
personal	   qualities	   of	   growth.	   The	   term	  marginality	   developed	   by	   Bennett	  
(1993)	  is	  an	  experience	  in	  which	  “contradictory	  cultural	  values	  compete	  for	  
ascendancy”	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  112),	  where	  the	  individual	  experiences	  the	  
conflicts	  as	  an	  internal	  cultural	  shock.	  

An	  individual	  who	  has	  internalized	  two	  or	  more	  cultural	  frames	  
of	   reference	   frequently	   faces	   an	   internal	   cultural	   shock.	   This	  
intrapersonal	   response	   is	   not	   due	   so	   much	   to	   external	  
interaction	   with	   a	   single	   different	   culture,	   but	   rather	   to	   the	  
recognition	  of	  conflicts	  between	  two	  cultural	  voices	  competing	  
for	  attention	  within	  oneself.	  	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  112)	  
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Schaetti	   (1996)	   explains	   Bennett’s	   discussion	   furthermore	   in	   viewing	  
cultural	  marginality	   to	   the	   same	   extent	   as	   an	   experience.	   Global	   nomads	  
and	  others	  who	  have	  been	  constructed	  by	  exposure	  to	  two	  or	  more	  cultural	  
traditions	  are	  experiencing	  cultural	  marginality	  as	  ways	  of	  responding	  to	  the	  
experiences	   of	   being	   exposed	   to	   different	   cultures.	   They	   may	   not	   fit	  
perfectly	   into	   any	   one	   of	   the	   cultures	   to	  which	   they	   have	   been	   exposed,	  
rather	   in	   the	  margins	   of	   each	   (Schaetti,	   1996).	   Poston	   (1990)	   argues	   that	  
individuals	   with	   bicultural	   membership	   do	   not	   institute	   firm	   identities,	  
rather	   they	   develop	   marginal	   identities	   which	   are	   associated	   with	   both	  
cultures	  but	  do	  not	  belong	  to	  either	  completely	  (Poston,	  1990,	  p.	  152–153).	  
Bennett	   (1993)	   views	   this	   internal	   conflict	   as	   an	  experience	   “to	   indicate	  a	  
cultural	   lifestyle	   where	   two	   or	   more	   cultures	   encounter,	   which	   can	   be	  
either	  encapsulated	  or	  constructive”	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  113).	  	  

Bennett	  (1993)	  speaks	  of	  encapsulated	  marginality	  as	  a	  manifestation	  of	  
cultural	  marginality	  where	  an	  individual	  on	  some	  level	  may	  feel	  outside	  and	  
excluded	   as	   a	   result	   of	   interchanging	   between	   cultures	   mentally	   and	  
behaviourally.	   He/she	  may	   feel	   entrapped	   or	   encapsulated	   by	   features	   of	  
the	   situational	  milieu	   of	   their	   cultural	  marginality	   (Fretheim,	   2007,	   p.	   37;	  
Leinaweaver,	  2011,	  p.	  17).	  Bennett	  (1993)	  comments	  that	  typically	  a	  person	  
who	  is	  described	  as	  encapsulated	  marginal	  is	  conflicted	  by	  cultural	  loyalties	  
and	   thus	  unable	   to	   construct	   a	  more	   secure	   sense	  of	   self.	   The	   feelings	  of	  
loyalties	   and	   loose	   boundary	   control	   are	   conflicting	   as	   one	   attempts	   to	  
follow	   the	   necessary	   requirements	   of	   his	   or	   her	   perspectives	   while	  
adjusting	   to	   the	   demands	   of	   others.	   This	   is	   generated	   by	   several	   factors	  
such	   as	   the	   environment,	   existing	   support	   systems,	   peer	   group	  
identification,	  personality	  traits,	  previous	  experiences,	  and	  cultural	  distance	  
(the	  degree	  of	  similarity	  between	  the	  internalized	  cultures)	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  
p.	  113–115).	  	  

Encapsulated	  marginals	  may	   appear	   preoccupied	   with	   themselves	   and	  
appear	   to	   be	   self-‐absorbed.	   Because	   of	   their	   inability	   to	   relate	   to	   other	  
reference	   groups	   (peer	   groups),	   they	   might	   feel	   alienated	   and	   detached	  
from	  the	  host	  culture,	  therefore	  never	  feel	  “at	  home”.	  This	  cultural	  identity	  
struggle	  often	  forces	  them	  to	  resolve	  these	  conflicts	  individually	  because	  of	  
the	  detachment	  feeling	  from	  all	  reference	  groups.	  The	  self-‐identification	  of	  
encapsulated	   marginals	   is	   also	   influenced	   by	   gender,	   race,	   sexual	  
orientation,	  ethnicity,	   language,	  and	  power	  position	   in	   the	  society.	  People	  
with	  dual	  cultural	  membership	  possibly	  experience	  alienation	  and	  rejection	  
which	   can	   be	   related	   to	   the	   pressure	   of	   both	   cultures	   where	   the	   new	  
cultures	  apply	  pressure	  to	  conform	  to	  unfamiliar	  roles	  and	  expectations	   in	  
order	   to	   achieve	   acceptance.	   In	   the	   meantime,	   members	   of	   the	   original	  
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culture	  may	  place	  accusation	  towards	  its	  members	  who	  are	  assumed	  to	  be	  
corrupted	  by	  the	  new	  culture	  or	  failing	  to	  follow	  original	  culture	  (Bennett,	  
1993,	  p.	  113–116).	  Encapsulated	  marginals	  may	  be	  incapable	  of	  envisioning	  
peer	  groups	  with	  whom	  they	  can	  relate	  because	  they	  perceive	  themselves	  
as	   unique.	   This	   confined	   state	   can	   be	   labelled	   as	   “terminal	   uniqueness”	  
(Parham,	  1989).	  

To	   sum	   it	   up,	   encapsulated	   marginal	   individuals	   are	   struggling	   with	  
internal	   self-‐identity	   triggered	   by	   associations	   with	   multiple	   frames	   of	  
cultural	   references	   and	   cultural	   identities.	   The	   sense	   of	   alienation	   and	  
isolation	   from	   others	   in	   the	   dominant	   culture	   are	   increased	   due	   to	   the	  
inability	   to	   resolve	   the	   shifts	   in	  multicultural	   identities.	   This	   identity	   crisis	  
and	   lack	   of	   support	   system	   may	   hinder	   encapsulated	   marginals	   from	  
moving	  into	  the	  platform	  of	  constructive	  marginality	  (Econompoulos,	  1999,	  
p.	  9;	  Moodian	  2007,	  p.	  39).	  	  

In	   constructive	  marginality,	   an	   individual	  must	  move	   between	   cultures	  
as	  a	  necessary	  and	  positive	  part	  of	  identity	  (Fretheim,	  2007,	  p.	  37;	  Hammer,	  
Bennett	  &	  Wiseman,	   2003,	   p.	   425).	  A	  person	   is	   considered	  a	   constructive	  
marginal	   when	   he	   or	   she	   is	   able	   to	   maintain	   control	   of	   choice	   and	   the	  
construction	   of	   boundaries	   for	   the	   purpose	   of	   creating	   his	   or	   her	   own	  
identity	  and	  using	  the	  situational	  milieu	  of	  entrapment	  and	  marginality	  as	  a	  
learning	  process	  and	  personal	  growth	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  113;	  Leinaweaver,	  
2011,	  p.	  17).	  As	  the	  individuals	  move	  beyond	  the	  conflicts	  of	  cultural	  shifts	  
surrounding	   identity	   construction,	   they	   are	   also	   able	   to	   develop	   skills	   of	  
decision-‐making	   that	   help	   diminishing	   ambiguity.	   They	   become	   more	  
conscious	   of	   differentiating	   their	   responsibility	   for	   personal	   choices	   in	  
setting	  up	  goals	  and	  boundaries	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  118–119).	  	  

Poston	   (1990)	   explains	   that	   individuals	   with	   bicultural	  membership	   do	  
not	  develop	  multiple	  ethnic	  identities,	  rather	  they	  recognize	  and	  value	  their	  
ethnic	   identities	   and	   develop	   a	   secure,	   integrated	   identity.	   It	   emphasizes	  
the	  developmental	  process	  of	  progress	  in	  a	  healthy	  manner	  by	  valuing	  and	  
integrating	   multiple	   cultures	   and	   diminishing	   challenges	   in	   identity	  
development	  (Poston,	  1990,	  p.	  154).	  	  

In	   contrast	   to	   encapsulated	  marginals,	   constructive	  marginals	   learn	   to	  
shift	   between	   cultural	   contexts	   and	   “never	   feel	   not	   at	   home”.	   They	  
acknowledge	   the	   existence	   of	   reference	   groups	   to	   whom	   they	   can	   relate	  
even	   though	   the	   reference	   or	   peer	   group	   is	   not	   of	   their	   own	   cultural	  
background.	   Initially,	   constructive	   marginals	   exhibit	   ability	   to	   make	   good	  
judgment	  and	  commit	   themselves	   to	  a	  certain	  value	  system	   influenced	  by	  
various	   cultural	   contexts.	   They	   utilize	   different	   perspectives	   based	   on	  
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respect	  for	  other	  perspectives	  while	  defining	  their	  own	  frame	  of	  reference.	  
The	  stage	  of	  commitment	  within	  relativism	  requires	  constructive	  marginals	  
to	  practice	  the	  ability	  to	  empathize	  with	  others	  while	  maintaining	  their	  own	  
boundaries	  (Bennett,	  1993,	  p.	  118–119;	  Pusch,	  2009,	  p.	  76).	  

2.3 	   Integrative	  Theory	  of	  Cross-‐Cultural	  Adaptation	  

According	   to	  Kim	   (1988)	  an	   integrative	   theory	  of	   cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  
clarifies	   a	   set-‐off	   explanatory	   scheme	   connecting	   personal	   and	   social	  
communication	   patterns	   of	   individual	   immigrants	   and	   sojourners,	   their	  
adaptive	   position	   and	   host	   environment	   characteristics	   (Kim,	   1988).	   The	  
integrative	   theory	  of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   is	   drawn	   from	  Kim’s	   (1988,	  
2001)	   doctoral	   research	   in	   communication,	   based	   on	   her	   research	   among	  
immigrants	   in	   the	   United	   States,	   mostly	   from	   Asia.	   In	   this	   theory,	   cross-‐
cultural	   adaptation	   is	   interpreted	   as	   common	   to	   long-‐term	   immigrants,	  
refugees	   and	   short-‐term	   sojourners.	   Liu	   (2001)	   suggests	   it	   includes	   all	  
individuals	   who	   move	   to	   another	   culture	   after	   their	   socialization	   in	   their	  
original	  culture	  has	  been	  more	  or	  less	  completed	  (Liu,	  2001,	  p.	  14).	  	  

Immigrants	   who	   plan	   to	   reside	   for	   a	   long	   time	   are	   likely	   to	   be	   more	  
committed	  to	  adapting	  than	  are	  temporary	  sojourners.	  Regardless	  of	  their	  
circumstances,	  immigrants	  are	  compelled	  to	  adjust	  their	  customary	  ways	  of	  
carrying	  out	  their	  daily	  activities	  in	  order	  to	  survive	  cultural	  shock	  and	  social	  
isolation	   from	   the	  new	  environment.	   Kim	   (2001)	   points	   out	   that	   “the	   gap	  
between	   the	   familiar	   and	   comfortable	   surroundings	   of	   home	   and	   the	  
unfamiliarity	   of	   the	   host	   environment	   limits	   their	   ability	   to	   function	  
effectively”	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  4–5).	  It	  proposes	  opportunities	  for	  new	  learning	  
and	  growth.	  It	  conveys	  understanding	  of	  the	  people	  and	  their	  culture	  in	  the	  
new	   environment.	   Therefore,	   cultural	   adaptation	   is	   more	   like	   survival,	  
gradually	  finding	  and	  defining	  oneself	  and	  others,	  creating	  and	  maintaining	  
identity	   while	   embracing	   the	   new	   culture	   and	   its	   diverse	   traditions	   (Kim,	  
2001,	  p.	  4–5,	  9,	  17).	  

2.3.1 Predisposition	  

Kim	   (2001)	   points	   out	   that	   characteristics	   of	   individuals	   may	   play	   an	  
important	  role	  in	  adaptive	  competence.	  Some	  may	  be	  determined	  to	  excel	  
in	  the	  adaptation	  process	  while	  others	  may	  be	  reluctant	  to	  adopt	  the	  new	  
ways	   of	   the	   host	   environment.	   Kim	   (2001)	   presents	   three	   pre-‐existing	  
conditions:	   preparedness	   for	   change,	   ethnic	   proximity,	   and	   adaptive	  
personality,	  which	   set	   the	  parameters	   and	  help	   the	   individual	   start	   a	  new	  
life	  in	  the	  new	  environment.	  	  
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Preparedness	   for	  change	   refers	  to	  “the	   internal	  capacity	  to	  take	  on	  the	  
challenges	  of	  the	  host	  milieu”	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  82).	  Individuals’	  preparedness	  
for	   change	   is	   often	   affected	   by	   the	   circumstances	   of	   their	   cross-‐cultural	  
movement,	   of	   which	   voluntary,	   long	   term	   immigrants	   are	   mostly	   more	  
prepared	  and	  make	  more	  effort	   to	  prepare	   themselves	   for	   the	  movement	  
rather	   than	   those	   who	   migrate	   under	   involuntary	   circumstances.	   The	  
various	   levels	   of	   preparedness	   for	   learning	   and	   adapting	   in	   the	   new	  
environment	  are	  also	  influenced	  by	  the	  span	  of	  their	  cultural	  learning	  prior	  
to	  migration.	   Interactions	  with	  people	   from	  different	  cultural	  backgrounds	  
through	  travel	  and	  personal	  contacts,	  formal	  schooling,	  training,	  and	  media	  
exposure	   can	   also	   affect	   individuals’	   openness	   and	   realistic	   expectations	  
towards	  their	  new	  environment	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  82–83).	  

Ethnic	   proximity	   refers	   to	   the	   ranking	   of	   ethnic	   similarity	   and	  
compatibility	   in	   relation	   to	   the	  mainstream	   ethnicity	   of	   the	   natives	   (Kim,	  
2001,	   p.	   83).	   Ethnicity	   represents	   a	   level	   of	   similarity	   or	   difference	   in	  
comparison	   to	   the	   characteristics	   of	   the	   natives.	   Often,	   the	   ethnic	  
characteristics	   can	   work	   against	   or	   in	   favour	   of	   the	   immigrants.	   Being	  
different	   in	   term	   of	   physical	   attributes	   such	   as	   skin	   colour	   and	   facial	  
features	   can	   hinder	   the	   adaptation	   process	   and	   create	   psychological	  
barriers	  and	  stress	  between	  immigrants	  and	  the	  natives	  (Dovido,	  Gaertner	  
&	  Kawakami,	  2010;	  Memmi,	  1999;	  O´Sullivan-‐See	  &	  Wilson,	  1988;	  Todorov,	  
2005).	  Conversely,	  ethnicity	  also	  creates	  a	  level	  of	  compatibility	  where	  the	  
cultural	   values	  and	  norms	  between	   immigrants	  and	   the	  natives	  are	  highly	  
compatible.	   This	   circumstance	   creates	   fewer	  barriers	  between	   immigrants	  
and	   the	  natives,	   additionally	   it	   enables	   the	   immigrants	   to	  obtain	   adaptive	  
competence	  and	  participate	  in	  the	  host	  environment	  with	  ease	  (Kim,	  2001,	  
p.	  83–84).	  

Adaptive	   personality	   functions	   as	   the	   basis	   upon	   the	   degree	   of	   the	  
adaptation	  process	   in	   the	  new	  environment.	   It	   often	  helps	  or	   hinders	   the	  
process	   of	   adjustment	   of	   the	   immigrants.	   Kim	   (2001)	   talks	   about	   three	  
particular	   personality	   traits	   –	   openness,	   strength,	   positivity	   -‐	   that	   would	  
help	   immigrants	   “to	   endure	   challenges	   and	   to	   maximize	   new	   learning	   –	  
both	   of	   which	   are	   essential	   to	   their	   intercultural	   transformation”	   (Kim,	  
2001,	  p.	  84).	  Openness	   is	  such	  a	  trait	  that	  enables	   immigrants	  to	  seek	  and	  
acquire	   new	   knowledge,	   to	   participate	   in	   the	   new	   environment’s	   social	  
settings	  and	  to	  expand	  their	  abilities	   to	   intertwine	  their	  origin	  culture	  and	  
the	   local	   culture.	   Openness	   also	   enables	   immigrants	   to	   minimize	   their	  
resistance	   and	   maximize	   their	   willingness	   to	   adapt	   to	   their	   new	  
environment	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   84).	   Strength	   represents	   an	   interconnected	  
concept	   of	   personality	   traits	   such	   as	   “resilience,	   risk	   taking,	   hardiness,	  
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persistence,	   elasticity,	   and	   resourcefulness”	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   84).	   Strength	  
assists	   immigrants	   in	  their	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation,	   in	  ways	   in	  which	  they	  
have	   the	   ability	   to	   handle	   cultural	   shock	   and	   overcome	   any	   challenges	   in	  
their	   new	   environment.	   Lack	   of	   strength	   is	   indicated	   by	   “shyness,	  
fearfulness,	   and	   distress	   in	   uncertain	   situations”	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   85).	  
Positivity	  is	  the	  trait	  of	  being	  positive,	  by	  which	  immigrants	  have	  the	  ability	  
to	  endure	  obstacles	  they	  face	  in	  their	  new	  environment	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  82–
85).	  	  

2.3.2 Environment	  

Environment	  serves	  as	  the	  cultural	  and	  socio-‐political	  context	   for	  personal	  
and	   social	   interactions.	   The	   environment	   signifies	   both	   the	   host	  
sociocultural	   environment	   and	   the	   sub-‐environment	   consisting	   of	   co-‐
ethnics	  –	  including	  all	  levels	  of	  the	  social	  milieu	  in	  which	  they	  execute	  their	  
daily	  activities	  in	  workplaces,	  neighbourhoods,	  and	  local	  communities	  (Kim,	  
2001,	  p.	  78,	  148).	  Co-‐ethnics	  are	  defined	  as	  people	  who	  belong	  to	  its	  main	  
ethnic	  group	   (Stjepanović,	  2013).	  According	   to	  Kim	   (2001)	   there	  are	   three	  
environmental	   conditions	   that	   play	   an	   important	   role	   in	   the	   process	   of	  
adaptation:	   host	   receptivity,	   host	   conformity	   pressure,	   and	   ethnic	   group	  
strength	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  78).	  

Host	   receptivity	   is	   a	   compound	   of	   the	   host’s	   openness	   towards	  
immigrants	   and	  acceptance	  of	   them	   into	   several	   social	   interactions	   in	   the	  
society	  which	  include	  the	  form	  of	  diverse	  social	  supports.	  Positive	  attitude,	  
openness,	   acceptance,	   and	   friendliness	   offer	   different	   degrees	   of	  
receptivity	   for	   different	   groups	   of	   immigrants.	   The	   related	   factors,	   which	  
may	   encourage	   different	   levels	   of	   receptivity	   towards	   immigrants,	   can	   be	  
sketched	   out	   from	   probable	   causes,	   including	   cultural	   and	   racial	  
similarity/difference,	  compatibility/incompatibility,	  and	  relative	  status.	  Host	  
receptivity	  is	  relatively	  a	  collective	  of	  respect,	  goodwill,	  generosity,	  support	  
and	  self-‐confidence	  of	   the	  host	  society	  concerning	   immigrants	   (Kim,	  2001,	  
p.	  78–79,	  148–149).	  

The	   extent	   of	   host	   conformity	   pressure	   differs	   in	   the	   degree	   to	   which	  
local	   people	   or	   natives	   are	   able	   or	   willing	   to	   permit,	   tolerate,	  
accommodate,	   or	   appreciate	   the	   cultural	   habits	   and	   practices	   that	   the	  
immigrants	  bring	  with	   them	   from	   their	  original	   culture.	   The	  host	   society’s	  
expectations	   towards	   the	   immigrants	   are	   often	   expressed	   in	   forms	   of	  
disapproval,	   prejudice,	   discrimination	   and	   unreceptiveness	   against	   those	  
who	   fail	   to	  meet	   such	   expectations.	   Host	   conformity	   pressure	   is	   the	   host	  
society’s	  expectation	  on	  how	  immigrants	  should	  behave,	  think,	  and	  act,	  as	  
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well	  as	  challenges	  immigrants	  face	  to	  adopt	  to	  the	  host’s	  normative	  cultural	  
values.	   The	   expectation	   also	   covers	   the	   requirement	   of	   proficiency	   in	   the	  
host	   language	   and	   culture.	   Immigrants	   are	   expected	   to	   learn	   the	   social	  
norms	   of	   interactions	   in	   personal	   relations	   and	   social	   relations	   with	   the	  
larger	  society	  of	  the	  host	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  79–80,	  152–154).	  Failing	  to	  fulfil	  the	  
expectation	  of	  the	  host	  society	  may	  expose	  immigrants	  to	  the	  possibility	  of	  
inappropriate	   and	   unfair	   treatment	   that	   may	   lead	   to	   discrimination	   and	  
prejudice	  (Berry	  et	  al.,	  2006;	  Dovidio	  et	  al.,	  2010;	  Jones,	  1997).	  	  

Ethnic	   group	   strength	   refers	   to	   the	   comparative	   power	   and	   social	  
stratification	   of	   certain	   ethnic	   groups	   in	   the	   host	   society.	   Ethnic	   group	  
strength	   is	   also	   linked	   to	   the	   position	   of	   ethnic	   groups	   in	   political	   and	  
economic	  settings	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  80).	  A	  strong	  ethnic	  group,	  as	  opposed	  to	  
one	  with	  low	  ethnic	  identity,	  an	  ambiguity	  orientation	  toward	  one’s	  ethnic	  
group	  and	  low	  contacts	  with	  one’s	  ethnic	  peer	  group,	  will	  likely	  expect	  and	  
offer	   its	  member	  strong	  ethnocultural	  norms	  within	  the	  host	  environment	  
(Phinney,	   Berry,	   Vedder	   &	   Liebkind,	   2006).	   Ethnocultural	   is	   an	   adjective	  
used	  to	  describe	  the	  ethnic	  and	  cultural	  qualities	  that	  are	  characteristic	  of	  
every	   group	   living	   together	   in	   a	   society.	   It	   is	   an	   inclusive	   term	   that	  
incorporates	  both	  immigrants	  and	  non-‐immigrants.	  Specific	  names	  are	  used	  
to	   refer	   to	   each	   group	   (Berry,	   Phinney,	   Kwak	   &	   Sam,	   2006,	   p.	   10).	  
Conversely,	   a	   strong	   ethnic	   group	   expects	   mutual	   relationship	   from	   its	  
members.	   	   Even	   though	   a	   strong	   ethnic	   group	   can	  help	   immigrants’	   early	  
phase	  of	  cultural	  adaptation,	  a	  strong	  ethnic	  community	  may	  exert	  pressure	  
on	  its	  members	  to	  limit	  their	  adaptation	  and	  active	  involvement	  in	  the	  host	  
milieu	  as	  it	  encourages	  ethnolinguistic	  and	  ethnic	  norms	  maintenance	  (Kim,	  
2001,	   p.	   80–82,	   155–160).	   Ethnic	   group	   strength	   is	   amplified	   by	   ethnic	  
identity	   where	   individuals	   commit	   and	   identify	   themselves	   to	   their	   own	  
ethnic	  group	  (Phinney	  et	  al.,	  2001).	  	  

2.3.3 Social	  Interactions	  

As	  mentioned	   above,	   social	   interactions	   are	   an	   important	   premise	   in	   the	  
process	   of	   adaptation.	   Immigrants’	   ability	   to	   establish	   and	  maintain	   good	  
contact	   with	   the	   host	   society	   ensures	   the	   capabilities	   of	   immigrants	   to	  
overcome	   challenges	   in	   their	   daily	   activities.	   Kim	   (2009)	   suggests	   the	  
success	  of	  immigrants’	  adaptation	  is	  contingent	  on	  the	  quantity	  and	  quality	  
of	  immigrants’	  communication	  in	  the	  new	  environment	  (Kim,	  2009,	  p.	  244).	  
Social	  interactions	  with	  members	  of	  immigrants’	  own	  ethnic	  group	  and	  with	  
members	  of	  the	  host	  society	  are	  another	  fundamental	  aspect	  of	  adaptation	  



	  

28	  

and	  have	  often	  been	  employed	  as	  a	  way	  to	  validate	  immigrants’	  adaptation	  
(Berry,	  Kim,	  Power,	  Young	  &	  Bujaki,	  1989)	  

The	   interaction	   provides	   immigrants	   with	   points	   of	   reference	   for	  
analysing	  and	  validating	   their	  own	  behaviour	  and	  that	  of	   the	  host	  society.	  
Each	   social	   interaction	   offers	   immigrants	   a	   chance	   to	   foster	   their	   host	  
communication	  competence	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  74).	  There	  are	  three	  aspects	  of	  
social	   interactions:	   host	   communication	   competence,	   host	   social	  
communication,	  and	  ethnic	  social	  communication.	  

Host	  communication	  competence	   is	   required	  on	  the	  part	  of	   immigrants	  
in	   interacting	   with	   the	   natives.	   Communication	   in	   the	   host	   environment	  
with	   the	   natives	   is	   an	   important	   feature	   in	   the	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	  
process.	   Host	   communication	   competence	   in	   interpersonal	   relationship	   is	  
central	   to	   immigrants	   in	   order	   to	   have	   insight	   into	   the	   mindset	   and	  
behaviours	  of	  local	  people.	  Unlike	  for	  the	  natives	  who	  acquire	  their	  internal	  
communication	   system	   from	   early	   on	   in	   life,	   immigrants	   and	   sojourners	  
must	   learn	   and	   internalize	   the	   linguistic	   and	  non-‐linguistic	   symbols,	   codes	  
and	  meanings	  of	  the	  host	  communication	  system	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  72–73,	  77).	  
Through	   trial	   and	   error,	   immigrants	   are	   able	   to	   develop	   their	   host	  
communication	   competence	   with	   actively	   participating	   in	   the	   host	   social	  
milieu	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   73).	   The	   most	   obvious	   elements	   in	   host	  
communication	  competence	  are	  host	   language	  proficiency	  and	  knowledge	  
about	  the	  norms	  and	  values	  of	  the	  host	  culture,	  and	  the	  ability	  to	  perform	  
daily	  activities	  effectively.	  Language	  is	  the	  main	  medium	  for	  the	  adaptation	  
of	  immigrants	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  73,	  100).	  Learning	  the	  language	  of	  the	  country	  
of	   settlement,	   or	   national	   language,	   is	   one	   of	   the	   major	   tasks	   facing	  
immigrants.	   This	   accomplishment	   depends	   on	  many	   factors,	   including	   the	  
needs	   and	  motivation	  of	   immigrants	   and	   the	   context	   in	  which	   they	   settle	  
(Phinney,	  Berry,	  Vedder	  &	  Liebkind,	  2006,	  p.	  79).	  

Language	  represents	  the	  deepest	  manifestation	  of	  a	  culture	  and	  system	  
values	   (Clyne,	  M.	  &	  Clyne,	  M.G.,	  1996,	  p.	  1).	  Which	   languages	  are	  used	   in	  
which	  kinds	  of	  interactions	  are	  all	  decisions	  that	  are	  made	  daily,	  particularly	  
by	   those	   in	   immigrant	   groups	   (Berry,	   J.W.,	   Phinney,	   J.S.,	   Kwak,	   K.	  &	   Sam,	  
D.L.,	  2006,	  p.	  11).	  The	  use	  of	  ethnic	  language	  and	  host	  language	  proficiency	  
are	   commonly	   regarded	  as	   key	  predictor	  of	   adaptation	   (Birman	  &	  Tricket,	  
2001;	  van	  de	  Vijver,	  Helms-‐Lorenz	  &	  Feltzer,	  1999).	  The	  task	  of	  developing	  a	  
relationship	   with	   the	   host	   society	   can	   be	   daunting	   for	   immigrants	   with	  
limited	   level	   of	   host	   communication	   competence.	   As	   their	   host	  
communication	   competence	   improves,	   the	   quality	   of	   their	   interactions	  
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increases,	   and	   represents	   progress	   in	   their	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   (Kim,	  
2001,	  p.	  74,	  123–125,	  129).	  	  

Host	   social	   communication	   is	   a	   relationship	   that	   immigrants	   form	  with	  
the	   host	   society	   and	   is	   constructed	   by	   specific	   circumstances,	   such	   as	  
workplace,	   neighbourhood,	   and	   other	   social	   milieus.	   The	   relationship	  
formation	   is	   principally	   voluntary,	   based	   on	   mutual	   respect,	   interest	   and	  
willingness	   of	   all	   persons	   involved	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   123).	   Successful	   social	  
interaction	  with	  host	  society	  will	  create	  a	  sense	  of	  security,	  feeling	  at	  home,	  
wanting	  to	  settle	  permanently,	  and	  willing	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  cultural	  values	  of	  
host	  society,	  and	  compensates	  the	  difficulties	  and	  agony	  that	  immigrants	  go	  
through	  in	  the	  process	  of	  adaptation	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  123;	  Rokeach,	  2008,	  p.	  
102).	  The	  variety	  of	  host	  communication	  that	  can	  be	  attained	  through	  mass	  
media	   is	   also	   significant	   in	   facilitating	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation.	   It	   also	  
assists	  immigrants	  who	  are	  less	  competence	  of	  the	  host	  language,	  and	  fills	  
the	   gap	  of	   interpersonal	   interactions	  with	  host	   society.	  Mass	  media	  helps	  
immigrants	  to	  broaden	  their	  perspectives	  on	  the	  host	  culture	  by	  providing	  
information	  about	  the	  society	  at	  large	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  132–133).	  

When	  immigrants	  move	  into	  a	  new	  culture,	  they	  must	  develop	  a	  new	  set	  
of	   relationships	   as	   often	   immigrants	   find	   themselves	   in	   uncertain	   and	  
stressful	   situations	   without	   an	   adequate	   support	   system.	   Ethnic	   social	  
communication	   is	   social	   interactions	   with	   members	   of	   one’s	   own	   ethnic	  
group.	   In	   many	   countries,	   ethnic	   communities	   provide	   immigrants	   with	  
access	  to	  their	  original	  culture	  experiences	  and	  have	  organized	  mutual	  help	  
community	   groups.	   Since	   many	   immigrants	   primarily	   lack	   host	  
communication	   competence	   and	   have	   less	   access	   to	   the	   resources	   they	  
need	   to	   be	   self-‐reliant,	   they	   tend	   to	   seek	   out	   support	   from	   ethnic	  
community	   assistance.	   If	   in	   any	   case	   immigrants	   avoid	   or	   limit	   their	  
participation	   in	   the	   host	   communication,	   the	   longer	   it	   will	   take	   them	   to	  
acquire	   host	   communication	   competence.	   Conversely,	   ethnic	   social	  
communication	   can	   facilitate	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   by	   offering	  
assistance	   and	   information	   to	   guide	   the	   development	   of	   host	  
communication	  competence	  and	  host	  social	  communication	  activities.	  This	  
adaptive	  facilitator	  helps	  ease	  the	  process	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  and	  
eliminates	  the	  stress	  of	  crossing	  cultures	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  77–78).	  	  

2.3.4 Culture	  and	  Identity	  

Thought,	   experiences,	   and	  patterns	  of	  behaviour	  and	   its	   concepts,	   values,	  
and	   assumptions	   about	   life	   guide	   people’s	   behaviour	   and	   how	   those	  
involved	  with	   contact	  with	   other	   cultures	   (Jandt,	   2013,	   p.	   6).	   Culture	   is	   a	  
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collective	  phenomenon	  and	   shared	  with	  people	  who	   live	  within	   the	   same	  
social	   environment.	   Culture	   is	   learned	   from	  one’s	   social	   environment	   and	  
contains	  the	  unwritten	  social	  rules	  (Hofstede,	  Hofstede	  &	  Minkov,	  2010,	  p.	  
6).	   Cultural	   understanding	   is	   one	   of	   the	   cognitive	   components	   of	   host	  
language	  competence.	  The	  development	  of	  host	  language	  competence	  is	  an	  
indicator	   of	   status	   and	   power	   for	   immigrants,	   both	   psychologically	   and	  
socially.	   It	   serves	   as	   a	   primary	   agent	   for	   immigrants	   to	   access	   the	  
mainstream	  culture	  and	  pursue	  personal	  and	  social	  goals.	   Immigrants	  who	  
are	   less	   proficient	   in	   host	   language	   competence	   are	   often	   subject	   to	  
discrimination	   (Kim,	   2001,	   p.	   100–101).	   Achieving	   full	   knowledge	   of	   the	  
host	   language	   generally	   requires	   an	   understanding	   of	   cultural	   and	  
subcultural	   milieus	   that	   provides	   context	   for	   specific	   situations.	   The	  
characters	  of	  a	  culture	  are	  defined	  by	  values	  that	  help	  us	  know	  what	  to	  do,	  
or	   norms,	   which	   are	   the	   guiding	   rules	   of	   conduct	   in	   specific	   situations	  
(Parvis,	  2013,	  p.	  3).	  Kim	  argues	  that	  a	  deeper	  level	  of	  understanding	  of	  local	  
culture	  involves	  knowledge	  of	  politics,	  values,	  attitudes,	  beliefs,	  economics,	  
religion,	  history,	  and	  educational	  institutions.	  Immigrants	  must	  understand	  
the	  cultural	  rules	  in	  order	  to	  function	  and	  manage	  their	  daily	  activities	  and	  
to	  deal	  with	  the	  challenges	  of	  the	  host	  culture	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  101–106).	  	  

The	  word	  identity	  is	  derived	  from	  the	  Latin	  “idem”	  meaning	  “the	  same”,	  
which	   refers	   to	   the	   shared	   categories	   and	   their	   characteristics	   such	   as	  
common	  experience,	  history,	  place	  of	  origin,	  or	  goals.	  By	  sharing	  the	  same	  
characteristics,	   the	   sense	   of	   belonging	   to	   or	   identifying	   with	   each	   other	  
strengthens	  one’s	  feeling	  of	  identity.	  Identity	  is	  comparative	  in	  nature,	  and	  
defining	   identity	   is	   consequently	   only	   possible	   by	   comparing	   the	   level	   of	  
sameness	   or	   differences	   with	   different	   persons’	   and	   groups’	   identities	  
(Eriksen,	  2002;	  Bernhard,	  2013).	  	  The	  practice	  of	  religion	  is	  also	  important	  in	  
identity	   construction	   in	   a	   new	   settlement	   (Ralston,	   1998,	   p.	   32).	   Music,	  
religion,	   ritualized	   daily	   routines	   and	   activities	   are	   means	   of	   retaining	   an	  
identity	   (Chell-‐Robinson,	  2000,	  p.	  115).	  According	  to	  the	  research	  of	  Berry	  
et	  al.	  (2006),	  immigrants	  begin	  to	  form	  an	  identity	  through	  a	  trial	  and	  error	  
process.	   Immigrants’	   cultural	   identity	   changes	   over	   time	   in	   a	   society	   of	  
settlement,	   influenced	   both	   by	   their	   ethnic	   community	   and	   by	   the	   larger	  
society	  (Berry,	  Phinney,	  Kwak	  &	  Sam,	  2006,	  p.	  5).	  	  

Ethnic	  identity	  is	  broadly	  seen	  as	  accepting	  various	  factors,	  such	  as	  self-‐
identification,	   a	   sense	   of	   shared	   values,	   feelings	   of	   belongingness	   and	  
commitment	   to	   a	   group	   and	   attitudes	   toward	   one’s	   own	   ethnic	   group	  
(Phinne,	   Horenczyk,	   Liebkind	   &	   Vedder,	   2001,	   p.	   496).	   Bernal	   and	   Knight	  
(1993)	   point	   out	   the	   multidimensional	   nature	   of	   ethnic	   identity	   as	   a	  
psychological	  construct,	  which	  is	  a	  set	  of	  self-‐ideas	  about	  one’s	  own	  ethnic	  
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group	  membership	  which	  has	  a	  variety	  of	  dimensions	  or	  components.	  One	  
dimension	  for	  instance	  is	  how	  people	  view	  their	  ethnic	  selves	  as	  a	  variation	  
of	  self-‐identification.	  Another	  dimension	  is	  how	  in	  order	  to	  know	  who	  they	  
are,	   people	   need	   to	   acknowledge	   their	   culture,	   its	   traditions,	   customs,	  
values,	  and	  behaviours.	  Preferences,	   feelings,	  and	  values	  that	  people	  have	  
about	  their	  ethnic	  group	  membership	  and	  culture	  are	  the	  third	  dimension.	  
People	   may	   have	   neutral	   feelings,	   embrace	   or	   even	   reject	   preferences	  
about	   their	   ethnic	   families,	   companions,	   traditional	   and	   cultural	   values	  
(Bernal	  &	  Knight,	  1993,	  p.	  1–2).	  	  

Tradition	   is	  understood	  as	  something	  handed	  down	  from	  generation	  to	  
generation	   and	   consists	   of	   the	   social	   and	   cultural	   heritage	   manifested	   in	  
standards	  of	   behaviour,	   thought,	   customs,	   habits,	  way	  of	   life	   and	   code	  of	  
conduct	  of	  a	  human	  community	  which	  are	  formed	  and	  made	  stable	  through	  
history.	  Traditional	  and	  cultural	  values	  usually	  refer	  to	  traditional	  heritages	  
that	   have	   been	   examined,	   differentiated,	   selected,	   evaluated	   and	   their	  
significance	   for	   the	   present	   has	   been	   affirmed.	   Therefore	   traditional	   and	  
cultural	  values	  refer	  to	  the	  right,	  good,	  fine	  and	  positive	  values	  that	  should	  
be	  developed,	  preserved,	  transmitted	  and	  promoted	  (Trong	  Chuan,	  2005,	  p.	  
276–278).	  	  

According	   to	  Kim	  (2001),	   identity	   flexibility	   is	   reflected	   in	  willingness	   to	  
learn	   the	   host	   language	   and	   make	   some	   changes	   in	   immigrants’	   original	  
cultural	   habits.	   The	   flexibility	   is	   also	   the	   ability	   to	   empathize	   and	  
understand	   emotional	   and	   cultural	   habits	   of	   host	   society.	   Kim	   claims	   that	  
immigrants	  who	  have	  less	  genuine	  interest	  in	  understanding	  them	  maintain	  
psychological	  and	  cultural	  distance	  toward	  the	  host	  society	  than	  those	  who	  
feel	  positive	  and	  respectful	  towards	  the	  host	  environment	  and	  themselves.	  
Immigrants	   who	   are	   insecure,	   ambivalent	   or	   confused	   about	   their	   own	  
identity	  or	  feel	  marginal	  often	  feel	  rejected	  and	  isolated	  by	  the	  members	  of	  
host	  society	  (Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  108–109).	  	  

Kim	  (2001)	  sees	  flexibility	   in	   identity	  as	  a	  basic	  psychological	  and	  social	  
orientation	  of	  immigrants	  with	  respect	  to	  themselves,	  their	  original	  culture	  
and	   the	   host	   culture	   in	   general.	   A	   flexible	   orientation	   helps	   to	   navigate	  
immigrants	   towards	  greater	  openness	  and	   lessen	  unwanted	  prejudice	  and	  
discrimination	   within	   the	   new	   cultural	   experiences.	   In	   maintaining	   their	  
flexible	   identity,	   immigrants	   are	  willing	   to	   accept	   the	   identity	   of	   the	   host	  
culture,	   which	   in	   turn	   diminishes	   defensive	   and	   rigid	   identity	   orientation	  
(Kim,	  2001,	  p.	  111).	  	  

In	   this	   chapter,	   the	   dimensions	   and	   key	   terms	   of	   cross-‐cultural	  
adaptation	   that	   influence	   the	   process	   of	   cultural	   adaptation	   is	  
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aforementioned	  in	  detail.	  Understanding	  key	  terms	  and	  definitions	  related	  
to	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  as	  have	  been	  explained	  above	  is	  necessary	  as	  I	  
will	   explore	   the	   lived	   experiences	   of	   the	   participants	   in	   this	   study	   in	   the	  
later	   chapters.	   Psychological	   and	   sociocultural	   adaptations	   affect	   the	  
process	   of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   and	   are	   considered	   necessary.	   The	  
sphere	   of	   these	   adaptations	   is	   important,	   as	   it	   will	   determine	   the	  
participants’	  actions	  and	  decision-‐making	  in	  their	  daily	  lives.	  	  

I	   have	  explored	   the	  definition	  of	   cultural	  marginality,	   both	   in	  historical	  
and	   theoretical	   contexts,	   along	   with	   the	   development	   of	   the	   concept	   by	  
Bennett	   (1993)	   who	   categorizes	   cultural	   marginality	   into	   two	   concepts,	  
encapsulated	   and	   constructive	   marginality.	   This	   theory	   will	   be	   the	  
foundation	   of	   exploring	   how	   Asian	   women	   in	   Iceland	   experience	   their	  
cultural	   marginality.	   The	   consequences	   of	   being	   exposed	   to	   a	   Western	  
culture	  with	   different	   cultural	   values	   and	   traditions	   influence	   the	   identity	  
development	  of	   these	  women,	  which	  might	  generate	   their	  position	   in	   the	  
society	  either	  into	  encapsulated	  or	  constructive	  marginal.	  

Kim’s	  (1988,	  2001,	  2009)	  theory	  of	   integrative	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  
and	   other	   supplementary	   theories	   within	   the	   context	   of	   cross-‐cultural	  
adaptation	   are	   explored	   in	   this	   chapter.	   Internal	   characteristics	   of	  
individuals	   are	   significant	   elements	   in	   determining	   the	   success	   of	  
immigrants’	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   process.	   Personality	   characteristics	  
are	   hardwired	   and	   tend	   to	   remain	   comparatively	   unchanged	   during	   the	  
course	   of	   an	   individual’s	   life.	   Ethnic	   characteristics	   often	   influence	   the	  
adaption	  process,	  both	  as	  supportive	  or	  interferential	  factors.	  	  The	  level	  of	  
success	   in	   adjusting	   their	   customary	   habits	   in	   the	   new	   environment	   is	  
governed	  by	  their	  ability	  to	  facilitate	  their	  personal	  strength	  and	  openness.	  
The	   ability	   to	   understand	   and	   respond	   to	   the	   new	   culture,	   including	  
language	  acquisition,	  are	  either	  encouraged	  or	  impeded	  by	  the	  three	  forces	  
of	  pre-‐existing	  conditions.	  	  

The	   next	   factor	   is	   environment,	   where	   the	   host	   society	   plays	   an	  
important	   role	   in	   accepting	  or	   rejecting	   the	   immigrants,	  while	   conversely,	  
ethnic	  group	  strength	  will	  also	  influence	  immigrants’	  ability	  and	  motivation	  
to	   adapt	   into	   the	   host	   society.	   The	   third	   factor	   is	   social	   interaction,	  
composed	  of	  host	  communication	  competence,	  host	  social	  communication	  
and	   ethnic	   social	   communication.	   Host	   communication	   competence	  
explains	   the	   complexities	   of	   host	   language	   proficiency	   and	   knowledge	   of	  
norms	   and	   values	   of	   the	   host	   culture.	   Host	   language	   competence	   is	   an	  
important	  aspect	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation,	  as	  it	  will	  ease	  the	  process	  of	  
adaptation	   by	   acknowledging	   the	   norms	   and	   values	   of	   the	   host	   culture.	  
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Host	   social	   communication	   is	   the	   interaction	   with	   the	   host	   society.	   The	  
variety	   of	   host	   communication	   can	   be	   attained	   through	   direct	  
communication	   with	   the	   natives	   or	   through	   mass	   media.	   Ethnic	   social	  
communication	   is	   the	   ethnic	   bonds	   between	   immigrants	   and	   their	   co-‐
ethnics.	  The	   lack	  of	  host	   language	  competence	  often	  drives	   immigrants	   to	  
seek	   support	   from	   the	   ethnic	   community	   that	   sometimes	   can	   delay	   the	  
process	   of	   host	   language	   competence	   and	   adaptation	   process.	  
Alternatively,	  ethnic	  social	  communication	  can	  also	  help	   immigrants	   in	  the	  
process	  of	  adaptation	  by	  offering	  assistance	  and	  guidance.	  	  

The	   last	   factor	   is	   culture	   and	   identity	   where	   culture	   is	   defined	   as	   a	  
collective	   phenomenon	   and	   learned	   from	   one’s	   social	   environment	   and	  
consists	  of	  the	  unwritten	  social	  rules.	  Identity	  is	  the	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  or	  
identifying	  with	  each	  other,	  which	  could	  strengthen	  one’s	  feeling	  of	  identity	  
by	   sharing	   the	   same	   characteristics.	   Cultural	   understanding	   of	   the	   host	  
culture	   is	  a	  favourable	  condition	   in	  the	  adaptation	  process.	   It	  will	  not	  only	  
bridge	   the	   cultural	   distance	   but	   also	   help	   immigrants	   in	   developing	   their	  
identity	  in	  not	  becoming	  rigid	  and	  defensive	  within	  the	  host	  society.	  This	  is	  
where	  the	  adaptation	  motivation	  comes	  into	  play,	  the	  drive	  behind	  learning	  
the	  host	   language,	  understanding	  the	  host	  culture,	  and	  developing	  flexible	  
identity.	  	  

This	   integrative	   theory	  of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   is	   employed	   to	   find	  
out	  how	  the	  women	  in	  this	  study	  experience	  their	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  
in	   Iceland.	   Their	   interactions	   with	   Icelandic	   society	   and	   their	   own	   ethnic	  
group,	   their	   perception	   of	   Icelandic	   society,	   how	   these	   women	   perceive	  
themselves,	   and	   their	   social	   and	   educational	   participation,	   subsequently	  
influence	  the	  adaptation	  and	  integration	  process	  of	  these	  women.	  	  

Various	   theories	   aforementioned	  will	   be	  employed	   to	  explore	  how	   the	  
dimensions	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	   influence	  Asian	   immigrant	  women	  
in	   Iceland	   in	   constructing	   and	   developing	   their	   identity	   and	   how	   the	  
concept	  of	  cultural	  marginality	  applies	  to	  them.	  Their	  participation	  in	  social	  
and	   educational	   settings	   in	   Iceland	   is	   also	   examined.	   Answers	   will	   be	  
established	  with	  the	  following	  questions:	  	  

1. How	   does	   the	   concept	   of	   cultural	   marginality	   apply	   to	   Asian	  
immigrant	  women	  in	  Iceland?	  	  

2. How	  do	   these	  women	  experience	   their	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   in	  
Iceland?	  
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3. How	   does	   the	   process	   of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation	   influence	   the	  
women	  in	  constructing	  and	  developing	  their	  identity?	  

4. How	  do	  these	  women	  participate	   in	  social	  and	  educational	  settings	  
in	  Iceland?	  
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3 Women’s	  Migration	  
	  

Migration	   is	   both	   an	   escape	   (forced	   or	   voluntary)	   from	   the	   original	  
homeland	   and	   a	   search	   for	   a	   better	   life	   and	   some	   kind	   of	   new	   home	  
(Anthias,	   2000,	   p.	   15).	  While	  most	  migrants	  have	   some	   choice	  over	  when	  
and	  how	   to	   leave,	  millions	  of	   others	  become	   refugees	   -‐	   driven	   from	   their	  
homes	   and	   countries	   by	   famine,	   drought,	   flood,	   war,	   civil	   conflict,	   mass	  
persecution,	   environmental	   degradation	   or	   misguided	   development	  
programmes	  (Van	  Hear,	  1995,	  p.	  61).	  Anthias	  and	  Lazaridis	  (2000)	  mention	  
that	   ethnic	   tensions,	   low	   living	   standard,	   poverty	   and	   unemployment,	  
economic	   restructuring,	   political	   repression	   and	   ecological	   problems	   are	  
some	  of	  the	  factors	  forcing	  people	  to	  leave	  their	  home	  countries	  (Anthias	  &	  
Lazaridis,	  2000,	  p.	  3).	  	  

In	   this	   chapter	   I	   will	   discuss	   the	   dynamic	   of	   women’s	   international	  
migration,	   the	   influx	   spectacle	   of	  women	  migration	   from	  Asia	   to	  Western	  
countries,	  and	  the	  drive	  behind	  the	  immigration	  process.	  The	  dimensions	  of	  
Asian	   women	   in	   Western	   society	   are	   also	   explored.	   Furthermore,	   the	  
paradigm	   of	   Western	   interpretation	   of	   the	   Eastern	   world,	   especially	   the	  
position	   of	   Asian	   women,	   is	   described.	   Findings	   from	   studies	   of	   Asian	  
immigrants,	  both	  in	  Iceland	  and	  other	  Western	  countries,	  are	  presented	  to	  
offer	  insights	  into	  the	  sphere	  of	  Asian	  immigrants’	  studies.	  

3.1 	   International	  Women’s	  Migration	  

For	  many	   years,	   the	  migration	   between	   countries	   was	   assumed	   to	   be	  
dominated	  mostly	   by	  men,	  while	  women	  only	  migrated	   as	  dependants	   to	  
join	  their	  partners	  (Assar,	  1999,	  p.	  85;	  Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir	  &	  Wojtynska,	  
2008).	   According	   to	   this	   traditional	   assumption,	   international	   migrants	  
largely	  consist	  of	  male	  workers,	  while	  women	  migrate	  only	  to	  reunite	  with	  
their	  spouses	  abroad,	  and	  economic	   factors	  are	  the	  fundamental	  drive	   for	  
most	  migration	  flow	  (Anthias	  &	  Lazaridis,	  2000;	  DeLaet,	  1999,	  Martin,	  2003;	  
Pfeiffer,	  Richter,	  Fletcher	  &	  Taylor,	  2008).	  	  

The	   drive	   behind	   solo	   migration	   are	   ambitions	   and	   motivations	   of	  
individual	   migrants,	   whether	   their	   own	   or	   their	   families’	   needs	   and	  
expectations,	   and	   the	   labour	  market	  needs	  of	   the	  EU.	  Although	  migration	  
policies	   are	   principally	   gender	   neutral,	   nevertheless	   they	   have	   gendered	  
outcomes.	  Men	  and	  women	  are	  targeted	  differently	  by	  migration	  policies,	  
before	   and	   after	   the	   entry.	   Women	   are	   still	   perceived	   as	   working	   in	   the	  
sectors	  where	   their	   activities	   are	  more	   likely	   to	   remain	   invisible	   (Anthias,	  
Morokvasic-‐Müller	  &	  Kontos,	  2012,	  p.	  10–11).	  Particularly,	  the	  dynamics	  of	  
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women	   migration	   mainly	   come	   from	   two	   sources:	   the	   Third	   World,	   in	  
search	   for	   economic	   and	   standard	   of	   living	   improvement,	   or	   fleeing	   their	  
countries	  because	  of	  political	  tension,	  which	  also	  includes	  women	  migrating	  
as	  part	  of	  the	  family	  reunification	  process	  (Anthias	  &	  Lazaridis,	  2000,	  p.	  5).	  
International	  women	  migration	   is	   likely	   to	  be	   gender	   specific.	  Gender	   is	   a	  
major	  substance	  in	  shaping	  the	  decisions	  and	  power	  dynamics	  of	  the	  social	  
world.	  Gender	  shapes	  migration;	  it	  determines	  who	  migrates	  and	  who	  stays	  
behind.	   It	   affects	   the	   construction	   of	   social	   purposes	   for	   overseas	  
employment	  and	  influences	  the	  differential	  experiences	  of	  men	  and	  women	  
migrants	   in	   terms	  of	  what	  kind	  of	   labour	  market	   they	  are	   channelled	   into	  
and	  within	  what	  contexts	  they	  are	  employed	  (Cheng,	  1999,	  p.	  40;	  Pfeiffer,	  
Richter,	  Fletcher	  &	  Taylor,	  2008,	  p.	  16).	  	  

DeLaet	   (1999)	   explores	   the	   four	   basics	   of	   international	   women’s	  
migration	  categories:	   legal	  migration	  for	  family	  reunification,	  based	  on	  the	  
assumption	   that	   women	  migrate	   solely	   as	   dependants	   and	   have	   done	   so	  
under	   the	   implementation	   of	   immigration	   policy	   for	   family	   reunification.	  
Legal	   employment-‐based	   immigration	   occurs	   when	   women	   migrate	   for	  
employment	   purposes.	   Even	   when	   women	   do	   not	   overtly	   enter	   the	  
countries	  as	   labour	  migrants,	   they	  often	  enter	  the	   labour	  market.	  Married	  
and	   single	   women	   have	   made	   a	   significant	   proportion	   of	   illegal	   or	  
undocumented	  migration	   in	   a	   variety	   of	   countries.	   These	  women	  migrate	  
illegally	   for	   various	   reasons,	   though	   economic	   reasons	   are	   the	   most	  
common	  motivation.	  The	  last	  migration	  category	  is	  refuge	  migration	  where	  
women	  have	  been	  disproportionately	  underrepresented	  in	  refugee	  streams	  
conceded	   for	   resettlement	   and	   among	   asylum	   seekers	   in	   developed	  
countries	  (DeLaet,	  1999,	  p.	  3–9).	  	  

3.2 	   Women	  Migration	  from	  Asia	  to	  the	  Western	  Countries	  

In	   2013,	   Asians	   represented	   the	   largest	   diaspora	   group	   residing	   outside	  
their	  major	  area	  of	  birth.	  They	  accounted	  for	  about	  19	  million	  foreign-‐born	  
living	   in	   Europe,	   16	   million	   in	   North	   America	   and	   3	   million	   in	   Oceania	  
(United	   Nations,	   2013).	   The	   population	   division	   of	   the	   United	   Nations	  
estimated	   that	   in	   2010	   almost	   half	   of	   the	   international	   migrations	   were	  
women	  (49%),	  with	  Asia	  being	  the	  largest	  sending	  and	  receiving	  countries.	  
This	   evidence	   suggests	   that	   the	   migration	   flows	   and	   the	   impacts	   are	  
strongly	  gendered	  (Henning,	  2011,	  2012;	  Morrison,	  Schiff	  &	  Sjöblom,	  2008,	  
p.	  1).	  	  

Some	  female	  migrants	  from	  the	  Third	  World	  find	  the	  chance	  to	  become	  
independent	   providers	   and	   to	   improve	   their	   children’s	   material	   lives.	  



	  

37	  

Poverty,	   worsening	   standard	   of	   living,	   unemployment	   and	  
underemployment	  are	  the	  main	  drivers	  of	  women	  workers,	  especially	  from	  
the	  Philippines,	  the	  largest	  labour-‐sending	  country	  in	  Southeast	  Asia.	  These	  
women	   are	   sometimes	   compelled	   to	  migrate	   in	   order	   to	   be	   able	   to	   send	  
money	   back	   home	   for	   their	   parents,	   family	   and	   children	   (Cheng,	   1999,	   p.	  
45;	   Lazaridis,	   2000,	   p.	   67).	   This	   appears	   to	   be	   an	   indication	   that	   an	  
increasing	   number	   of	  women	   are	  migrating	   independently,	   in	   some	   cases	  
leaving	   their	   husbands	   and	   children	   behind.	  More	   often	   than	   not	  women	  
migrate	  as	  a	  sole	  provider	  of	  family	  support	  (Anthias,	  2000,	  p.	  24;	  Unnur	  Dís	  
Skaptadóttir,	   2010a;	   Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir	   &	   Wojtyńska,	   2008;	   Ribas-‐
Mateos,	  2000,	  p.	  188).	  	  

While	  the	  narratives	  of	  women	  migrants	  refer	  to	  the	  imposed	  response	  
of	   the	   endurance	   of	   economic	   hardship	   towards	   economic	   improvement,	  
migration	  is	  also	  considered	  as	  an	  escape	  route	  from	  patriarchal	  structures	  
that	  are	  common	  in	  many	  Asian	  societies.	  By	  immigrating,	  women	  migrants	  
are	   able	   to	   alter	   the	   distribution	   of	   power	   in	   the	   family	   that	   gives	   the	  
women	  a	  more	  powerful	  role	   in	  their	   family	  structures	  (Abramovitz,	  2000;	  
Escrivá,	  2000;	  Ribas-‐Mateos,	  2000).	  	  

Asia	  is	  one	  of	  the	  world’s	  largest	  suppliers	  of	  women	  domestic	  workers,	  
with	  Indonesia,	  Sri	  Lanka	  and	  the	  Philippines	  being	  the	  largest	  exporters	  of	  
women	  workers.	  One	  third	  of	  the	  global	  trafficking	  of	  women	  and	  children	  
occurs	   in	   Southeast	   Asia;	   The	   Greater	   Mekong	   Subregion,	   comprising	  
Cambodia,	  the	  Yunan	  Province	  of	  China,	  Lao	  People's	  Democratic	  Republic,	  
Myanmar,	  Thailand,	  and	  Vietnam	  are	  major	  trafficking	  areas,	  as	  is	  Indonesia	  
(Hugo,	  2005,	  p.	  18,	  50).	  Due	  to	  the	  stereotypes	  of	  Asian	  femininity,	  a	  high	  
demand	  for	  Asian	  brides	  fuels	  the	  migration	  for	  marriage.	  In	  many	  East	  and	  
Southeast	   Asian	   countries,	   the	   increase	   in	  women	  migrating	   for	  marriage	  
purposes	   is	   leading	   to	   a	  demand	   for	  more	   “traditional”	  brides	   in	  order	   to	  
maintain	  the	  household	  and	  family.	  A	  significant	  number	  of	  Filipino	  women	  
have	  migrated	  to	  marry	  men	  in	  Japan,	  Australia,	  North	  America	  and	  Europe	  
(Hugo,	  2005,	  p.	  20).	  

The	   share	   of	   women	   in	   labour	  migration	   streams	   has	   been	   increasing	  
significantly	   since	   the	   late	   1970s,	   especially	   in	   Southeast	   and	   East	   Asian	  
countries	  that	  permit	  migrants	  solely	  for	  temporary	  labour	  (Piper,	  2005,	  p.	  
4).	   Among	   female	   migrants	   from	   Asia	   migrate	   as	   labour	   migrants,	   low-‐
skilled	  women	  predominate	  and	  they	  are	  concentrated	  in	  a	  relatively	  small	  
number	  of	  occupations.	  Although	  highly	   skilled	  Asian	  women	  also	  migrate	  
for	  work	  purposes,	  many	  of	  these	  women	  end	  up	  doing	  manual	  labour.	  This	  
phenomenon	  can	  be	  observed	  for	   instance	  with	  Filipino	  women,	  of	  whom	  
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many	  have	  post-‐secondary	  education,	  but	  have	  become	  domestic	  workers	  
overseas	  (Hugo,	  2005,	  p.	  17-‐18).	  	  

The	  same	  occurrence	  is	  similarly	  illustrated	  in	  a	  study	  carried	  out	  by	  UN	  
Women	   of	   the	  migration	   of	  women	  workers	   from	   South	   Asia	   to	   the	   Gulf	  
region,	   showing	   the	   occupation	   of	   the	  majority	   of	   women	  migrants	   from	  
South	  Asia	   is	   fundamentally	   low-‐skilled	   in	   nature.	   The	   labour	  market	   that	  
the	  majority	   of	  women	   are	   engaged	   in	   are	   as	   domestic	  workers	   and	   low-‐
end	   service	   labours	   such	   as	   housemaids,	   babysitters,	   caregivers,	   or	  
cleaners,	   a	   relatively	   lower	   percentage	   is	   comprised	   of	   semi-‐skilled	   or	  
skilled	  workers,	  such	  as	  para-‐medicals,	  accountants,	  and	  teachers.	  Since	  the	  
living	   and	   working	   conditions	   of	   these	   women	   as	   domestic	   workers	   are	  
entirely	   dependent	   on	   the	   personal	   relationship	   between	   the	  worker	   and	  
employer,	   they	   are	   in	   particular	   always	   at	   risk	   of	   physical,	   sexual	   and	  
emotional	  abuses,	  including	  imprisonment,	  underpayment	  or	  non-‐payment	  
of	  wages,	  as	  well	  as	  a	  range	  of	  other	  abuses	  (Thimothy	  &	  Sasikumar,	  2012).	  
Anthias	  (2000)	  points	  out	  that	  many	  immigrant	  women	  find	  themselves	  at	  
risk	  of	  gender-‐based	  violence	  and	  exploitation.	  They	  face	  obstacles	  of	  being	  
female,	   foreign	   and	   often	   working	   in	   dangerous	   occupations.	   Gender	  
intersects	  with	   race,	   ethnicity	   and	   religion	  which	   can	   result	   in	   differential	  
access	  to	  opportunities	  among	  women.	  Immigrant	  women	  are	  of	  a	  different	  
race,	  ethnicity	  and	  religion	  than	  their	  host	  society,	  therefore	  they	  may	  face	  
additional	  discrimination	  on	  those	  grounds	  (Anthias,	  2000).	  The	  intersection	  
of	  racism	  and	  sexism,	  and	  often	  the	  case	  that	  qualified	  migrant	  women	  are	  
forced	  to	  take	  unskilled	  feminized	  jobs	  and	  are	  poorly	  paid	  (Escrivá,	  2000,	  p.	  
211).	  

In	  conclusion,	  even	  though	  women	  were	  considered	  as	  dependent	  in	  the	  
migration	   process,	   statistics	   have	   shown	   that	   the	   number	   of	   women	  
migrating	  independently	  has	  increased	  in	  the	  past	  decades.	  Asian	  countries	  
are	  well	  known	  as	  the	  largest	  sending	  countries	  for	  workers.	  However,	  the	  
narratives	  behind	  the	  migration	  process	  differ	  greatly	  and	  it	  intersects	  with	  
race	  and	  gender.	  

3.3 	   Social	  and	  Cultural	  Positions	  of	  Asian	  Women	  in	  
	   Western	  Society	  

In	  talking	  about	  women	  from	  Asia	  and	  their	  gender	  characteristics,	   it	   is	  
essential	   to	   look	   into	   Edward	   Said‘s	   (1979)	   thoughts	   and	   arguments	   on	  
Western	   assumptions	   and	   attitudes	   toward	   the	   East.	   The	   debates	   of	  
characteristics	   of	   Asian	   women	   have	   moulded	   their	   stereotype	   in	   the	  
Western	   society	   under	   the	   influence	   of	   “Orientalism”.	   In	   his	   writing,	  
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“Orientalism”,	  Said	  (1979)	  explores	  how	  the	  Western	  world	  looks	  upon	  and	  
exploits	   the	   Eastern	   world.	   Eastern	   world	   or	   the	   Orient	   is	   the	   Western	  
world’s	   interpretation	   of	   the	   enchanting	   and	   exotic	   region.	   So	   as	   to	   gain	  
control	  over	  Middle	  East	  and	  Asia,	  the	  Western	  world	  consigns	  the	  Eastern	  
world	   as	   “the	   Other”.	   Orientalism	   is	   the	   Western	   world’s	   method	   of	  
exerting	  power	  to	  transform	  the	  Eastern	  world	  by	  applying	  imperialism,	  the	  
way	   the	   West	   defines	   their	   “European	   identity	   as	   a	   superior	   one	   in	  
comparison	  with	  all	  the	  non-‐European	  peoples	  and	  cultures”	  (Said,	  1979,	  p.	  
7).	  	  

It	  is	  possible	  to	  look	  upon	  imperialism	  as	  a	  fantasy	  of	  European	  man	  as	  a	  
leader	   and	   thinker,	   a	   fantasy	   of	   the	   European	   knight	   who	   is	   in	   search	   of	  
savages	  and	  other	  exotic	  beings,	  who	  convinces	  himself	  that	  his	  leadership	  
is	   the	   only	   salvation.	   One	   of	   the	   projects	   of	   the	   dictatorship	   has	   been	   to	  
save	  women	  from	  other	  places	  (Puwar,	  2004,	  p.	  23).	  In	  Spivak’s	  words,	  this	  
is	   the	   project	   of	   “white	   men	   saving	   brown	   women	   from	   brown	   men”	  
(Spivak,	  1988,	  p.	  297).	  The	  Western	  erotic	  imagination	  of	  Oriental	  exoticism	  
is	  also	  provoked	  by	  the	  fantasy	  of	  obedient	  and	  sensuous	  women	  in	  the	  Far	  
East,	   as	   portrayed	   in	  The	   Arabian	  Night,	   Tales	   from	  A	   Thousand	   and	  One	  
Nights	   (1884),	  a	  collection	  of	   fairy	   tales	  and	  romances,	  of	  various	  sources,	  
including	   Indian,	   Persian,	   and	   Arabic	   oral	   traditions,	   translated	   by	   Sir	  
Richard	  F.	  Burton.	  The	  Western	  assumption	  of	   “Asian	   fetish”,	  a	   fantasy	  of	  
exotic,	   feminine,	  sexual	  and	  submissive	  Asian	  women,	   is	  still	   the	  main	  and	  
popular	   depiction	   of	   Asian	   woman,	   evident	   in	   an	   award-‐winning	   movie,	  
Memoirs	  of	  a	  Geisha	  (2005).	  

Asian	   women’s	   stereotyped	   representation	   within	   the	   Western	  
framework	  has	  been	   linked	   to	   their	   cultural	   invisibility,	  which	  attributed	  a	  
dominant	   role	   to	  men	   and	   an	   inferior	   stature	   to	  women.	   Foreign	  women	  
and	  their	  exotic	  mysteries	  of	  sex	  have	   long	  captivated	  the	  Western	  (male)	  
imagination	  in	  popular	  culture.	  As	  far	  as	  Asian	  women	  are	  concerned,	  they	  
still	   tend	   to	   be	   stereotyped	   in	   popular	   writings	   as	   concubine,	   mail-‐order	  
brides,	   dragon	   lady,	   domestic	   workers,	   or	   sex	   workers	   (Barry,	   1979;	   Lu,	  
1997,	  p.	  17;	  Piper	  &	  Roces,	  2003,	  p.	  3).	  	  

Asian	  tradition	  also	  contributes	  to	  the	  Asian	  stereotype,	  especially	  with	  
respect	   to	  women.	  Race	  and	  ethnic	  origin	  are	  often	   the	  most	   interrelated	  
forces	   in	  defining	   identity.	  Clashes	  between	  traditional	  Asian	  family	  values	  
and	   mainstream	   Western	   values	   have	   often	   created	   conflict.	   For	   Asian	  
women	  who	   are	   expected	   to	   hold	   the	   traditional	   values	   of	   Asian	   culture,	  
they	  are	  obliged	  to	  fulfil	  the	  traditional	  expectation	  in	  order	  to	  be	  an	  ideal	  
woman.	   It	   designates	   virtues,	   such	   as	   a	   wife’s	   duty	   to	   her	   husband	   or	  
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children‘s	   duties	   to	   the	   parents.	   The	   images	   of	   obedience	   and	   respect,	  
when	   combined	  with	  women’s	  position	   in	   the	   tradition,	   contribute	   to	   the	  
stereotype	   of	   Asian	   women	   as	   docile,	   obedient,	   quiet,	   intuitive,	   or	   timid	  
(Arisaka,	   2000,	   p.	   215).	   The	   presentation	   of	   Asian	   women	   as	   mail	   order	  
brides	   is	  widely	  portrayed	   in	  Western	  society.	  The	  husbands	  are	  generally	  
Caucasians,	   and	   the	   majority	   of	   the	   women	   are	   depicted	   as	   poor	   and	  
pressured	   by	   economic	   desperation	   to	   become	   mail	   order	   brides.	   The	  
women	  are	  inferior	  to	  their	  husbands	  and	  the	  inequity	  of	  the	  partnership	  is	  
complicated	   further	   by	   the	   status	   of	   mail	   order	   brides	   as	   immigrants	  
(Villapando,	  1989,	  p.	  318–319).	  

Stereotypes	  also	  help	  develop	  cognitive	  associations	  between	  race	  and	  
aesthetic.	  Asian	  female	  anatomy	  has	  been	  subjected	  to	  impose	  the	  idealism	  
of	   physical	   beauty.	   The	   stereotypical	   adjectives	   like	   petite,	   demure	   and	  
exotic	  are	  often	  used	  to	  describe	  Asian	  women.	  To	  the	  men	  who	  seek	  them	  
out,	   Asian	   women	   are	   models	   of	   tradition,	   respectability,	   morality	   and	  
religious	  devotion	  (Constable,	  2003).	  They	  are	  serving	  their	  men	  as	  society	  
and	  their	  cultural	  background	  expect	  them	  to	  do.	  Asian	  women	  have	  been	  
portrayed	  as	  dutiful,	   obedient	   and	   sexually	   accessible,	   a	  desirable	  partner	  
to	  white	  men.	   The	   ideas	   about	   Asian	   female	   sexuality	   and	   femininity	   are	  
based	   within,	   and	   determined	   by,	   a	   racist	   patriarchal	   ideology.	   Broadly,	  
women	  are	  still	  defined	  differently	  according	  to	  their	  race.	  The	  ideology	  of	  
femininity	   is	   contradictorily	   constructed	   for	   all	   women,	   they	   are	   both	  
mothers	  who	  service	  their	  husbands	  and	  children,	  and	  also	  desirable	  sexual	  
objects	  for	  men	  (Parmar,	  2003,	  p.	  290).	  	  

In	  reality,	  when	  they	  are	  involved	  in	  interracial	  relationships,	  the	  women	  
have	  to	  combat	  the	  premeditated	  notions	  of	  the	  submissive,	  domesticated	  
woman	   in	   the	  house.	   For	  many	  Asian	  women	   from	  Asia	  who	  marry	  white	  
men,	  the	  don’t	  only	  experience	  culture	  shock,	  but	  the	  realization	  that	  their	  
own	  images	  about	  the	  White	  Knight	  rescuing	  them	  are	  far	  from	  reality.	  The	  
preservation	  of	  ethnic	  identity	  within	  an	  environment	  that	  is	  often	  harsh	  to	  
people	   of	   colour	   has	   signified	   a	   commitment	   to	  Asian	   cultural	   values	   and	  
norms,	   but	   on	   the	   other	   hand,	   the	   same	   cultural	   values	   and	   norms	   have	  
been	  a	  source	  of	  oppression	  and	  discrimination,	  especially	  for	  women.	  The	  
discrepancies	   between	   cultural	   values	   between	   East	   and	   West	   (which	  
promote	   more	   individuality	   and	   independence)	   are	   a	   source	   of	   a	   crucial	  
agony.	  When	   these	   women	   try	   to	   speak	   up	   for	   their	   rights	   and	   fight	   for	  
egalitarian	   relationships,	   it	   contradicts	   the	   expectations	   that	   many	   white	  
men	   have	   about	  marrying	   an	   Asian	  woman.	   Consequently	   there	   is	   a	   high	  
incidence	  of	  domestic	  violence	  and	  divorce	   in	  these	  relationships	   (Arisaka,	  
2000,	  p.	  215;	  Mazumdar,	  1989,	  p.	  16;	  Yu	  Danico	  &	  Ng,	  2004).	  	  	  
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The	   social	   experiences	   of	   these	   women	   are	   not	   just	   because	   of	   their	  
being	   female,	   but	   also	   being	   Asian.	   In	   order	   to	   cope	   in	   the	   new	   country,	  
they	  are	  forced	  to	  accept	  change	  in	  a	  place	  which	  is	  full	  of	  a	  whole	  new	  set	  
of	   unfamiliar	   demands	   and	   expectations.	   This	   unfamiliarity	   coupled	   with	  
rejection	   in	   the	   new	   community	   creates	   enormous	   feelings	   of	   social	  
incompetence,	  confusion,	  isolation	  and	  cultural	  alienation	  (Totman,	  1979).	  

What	   I	   hope	   to	   accomplish	   in	   this	   chapter	   is	   to	   present	   the	  Western	  
premeditated	   arbitrations	   of	   Asian	  women.	   Asian	  women	   themselves	  will	  
not	  consciously	  sense	  the	  stereotypes	  until	  they	  are	  placed	  into	  a	  different	  
culture	  and	  society.	  The	  gender	  and	  race	  visibility	  of	  Asian	  women	  based	  on	  
Western	   assumptions	   and	   attitudes	   as	   described	   above	  will	   subsequently	  
provide	   the	   fundamental	   foundation	   on	   the	   notions	   of	   Asian	   women’s	  
identity	  and	  cultural	  adaptation.	  	  

3.4 	   Previous	  Research	  on	  Gender	  and	  Asian	  Immigrants	  	  

Studies	  indicate	  that	  women	  carry	  the	  major	  burden	  of	  personal	  integration	  
and	  settlement	  of	  their	  families	  in	  Western	  host	  countries.	  In	  this	  chapter,	  I	  
present	  a	  few	  samples	  of	  studies	  about	  Asian	  immigrant	  women	  in	  several	  
countries	  and	  Iceland.	  	  

A	   Canadian	   psychologist,	   Josephine	   C.	   Naidoo	   reviewed	   over	   200	  
empirical	   studies	   of	   South	   Asian	   immigrant	   women	   in	   Canada.	   These	  
studies	  reflect	  on	  the	  dynamics	  of	  their	  cultural	  adaptation	  and	  evaluation	  
of	   self-‐image,	   placed	  within	   the	   perspective	   of	   Canada’s	   historic	   attitudes	  
toward	  South	  Asian	  immigration	  and	  recent	  demographics.	  Studies	  indicate	  
that	   in	   response	   to	   the	   host	   country,	   these	   women	   consistently	   exhibit	  
“selective”	   attitudes	   in	   their	   acculturation	   attitudes,	   “They	   are	   adamant	  
about	   the	  values	   from	   their	   traditional	   culture	   that	   they	  wish	   to	   retain	  as	  
part	  of	  their	  cultural	  self-‐identity	  and	  the	  values	  from	  the	  host	  culture	  that	  
they	   wish	   to	   incorporate	   into	   their	   evolving	   identities”	   (Naidoo,	   2003,	   p.	  
56).	  First	  generation	  immigrant	  South	  Asian	  women	  are	  most	  traditional	  on	  
values	   relating	   to	   children.	   They	   feel	   that	   the	   biological	  mother	   is	   always	  
the	   best	   person	   to	   raise	   the	   child	   and	   mothers	   with	   preschool	   children	  
should	  not	  work.	  The	  values	  of	  Western	  culture	  these	  women	  admire	  and	  
want	  are	  opportunities	  for	  achievement	  for	  themselves	  and	  their	  children,	  
especially	  careers	  and	  education	  for	  women	  (Naidoo,	  2003,	  p.	  56).	  

Pyke	   and	   Johnson	   (2003)	   examined	   how	   second-‐generation	   Asian	  
American	   women	   describe	   their	   gender	   perception	   across	   ethnic	   and	  
mainstream	   culture	   settings,	   as	   well	   as	   their	   assumptions	   of	   Asian	   and	  
white	   femininities.	   The	   interviews	  with	   one	   hundred	   daughters	   of	   Korean	  
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and	   Vietnamese	   immigrants	   in	   Southern	   California	   were	   conducted	   to	  
explore	   how	   these	   women	   experience	   and	   think	   about	   the	   shifting	  
dynamics	   involved	   in	   the	   doing	   of	   femininity	   in	   Asian	   ethnic	   and	  
mainstream	  cultural	  worlds.	  In	  mainstream	  settings,	  respondents	  admitted	  
the	  pressure	  of	  complying	  with	  the	  notions	  of	  Asian	  femininity.	  They	  grew	  
up	  juggling	  different	  cultural	  expectations	  and	  often	  felt	  pressure	  to	  behave	  
differently	   among	   Asian	   Americans	   and	   non-‐Asian	   Americans.	   Several	  
respondents	  faced	  challenges	  to	  their	  ethnic	  identity	  when	  they	  behaved	  in	  
ways	  that	  did	  not	  conform	  to	  racialized	  images	  and	  were	  conflicted	  with	  the	  
standard	  of	  white	  femininity.	  The	  findings	  illustrate	  “the	  powerful	  interplay	  
of	   controlling	   images	   and	   hegemonic	   femininity	   in	   promoting	   internalized	  
oppression”	  (Pyke	  &	  Johnson,	  2003,	  p.	  51).	  	  

A	  major	  psychological	  burden	  as	   the	   impact	  of	  cross	  cultural	   contact	   is	  
well	   illustrated	   in	   the	   study	   on	   suicidal	   behaviour	   in	   South	   Asian-‐
Surinamese,	   Turkish	   and	   Moroccan	   women	   in	   the	   Netherlands.	   The	  
apparent	   fact	   of	   being	   female	   and	   belonging	   to	   specific	   ethnic	   minority	  
groups	   instituted	   a	   risk	   of	   suicidal	   behaviour.	   The	   childhood	   of	   several	  
participants	  of	  the	  second-‐generation	  immigrants	  showed	  “(ethnic)	  identity	  
struggles	   due	   to	  what	  were	   felt	   to	   be	   irreconcilable	   demands	   in	   different	  
domains”	  (van	  Bergen,	  van	  Balkom,	  Smith	  &	  Saharso,	  2011,	  p.	  77).	  This	  was	  
primarily	   a	   conflict	   between	   traditional	   cultures	   at	   home	   versus	   common	  
values	  predominant	  in	  Dutch	  society.	  The	  suicidal	  behaviour	  is	  able	  to	  show	  
the	  relative	  role	  of	  culture,	  gender	  and	  ethnicity.	  The	  lack	  of	  autonomy	  and	  
a	  clash	  over	   strategic	   life	   choices,	  which	  usually	  originated	  by	   the	   family’s	  
attempt	  to	  imply	  original	  culture	  and	  a	  result	  of	  upbringing	  are	  among	  the	  
causes	   of	   suicidal	   behaviour	   (van	   Bergen,	   van	   Balkom,	   Smith	   &	   Saharso,	  
2011).	  

3.5 	   Previous	  Research	  on	  Asian	  Immigrants	  in	  Iceland	  	  

Several	   researches	   on	   Asian	   immigrants	   in	   Iceland	   have	   been	   conducted,	  
especially	  on	  the	  subject	  of	  women	  from	  Asia.	  Many	  of	  these	  women	  have	  
come	   to	   Iceland	   for	   the	   reason	   of	  work,	  marriage	   or	   family	   reunification.	  
According	   to	   Sigurlaug	   Hrund	   Svavarsdóttir’s	   study	   from	   2000,	   Icelandic	  
society	  exhibited	  negative	  attitude	  toward	  Asian	  women	  and	  their	  partners.	  
She	   found	   that	   there	   existed	   stereotypes	   of	   them	   as	   uneducated,	   from	   a	  
poor	   family,	   thieves,	   and	   as	   prostitutes.	   Her	   study	   among	   university	  
students	  showed	  that	  Asian	  women	  were	  seen	  as	  commodities.	  Words	  like	  
catalogue,	   ordering	   the	   women	   and	   bought	   by	   Icelandic	   men	   were	  
repeatedly	   used	   to	   convey	   Icelandic	   students’	   perceptions	   about	   Asian	  
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women.	  Because	  these	  women	  were	  perceived	  as	  being	   imported	  by	  their	  
Icelandic	  men,	   the	   quality	   of	   these	   Icelandic	  men	  was	   also	   doubted.	   The	  
women	   were	   also	   considered	   as	   good	   cooks	   and	   were	   believed	   to	   be	  
submissive	  and	  oppressed,	  in	  addition	  to	  being	  victims	  of	  domestic	  violence	  
(Sigurlaug	   Hrund	   Svavarsdóttir,	   2000).	   This	   depiction	   of	   Asian	   women	   as	  
victims	  of	  domestic	  violence	  is	  related	  to	  Bissat’s	  (2013)	  ethnographic	  study	  
exploring	  how	   Iceland’s	   immigration	  and	   labour	  policies	  have	  affected	   the	  
migration	   experiences	   of	   Thai	   migrant	   women	   and	   their	   families	   in	   the	  
recent	  decades.	  In	  the	  first	  10	  years,	  the	  arrival	  of	  migrants	  from	  Thailand,	  
which	  started	  in	  1978,	  was	  mainly	  dominated	  by	  marriage	  to	  an	  Icelander.	  
After	   joining	   EEA	   in	   1994,	   Iceland	   agreed	   to	   grant	   work	   permits	   to	   EEA	  
citizens	  ahead	  of	  non-‐EEA	  countries.	  This	  policy	  and	  the	  restriction	  of	  family	  
reunification	   laws	   in	  2004	  almost	  shut	  down	  the	  flow	  of	   immigration	  from	  
third	  world	  countries.	  As	  a	  result,	  marriage	  was	  the	  only	  way	  of	  migration	  
for	  most	  non-‐EEA	  women	   to	   Iceland.	  Suffice	   it	   to	   say	   that	   this	  occurrence	  
could	  lead	  to	  the	  risk	  of	  marital	  abuse	  and	  bogus	  marriage	  (Bissat,	  2013).	  	  

Asian	   immigrant	   women	   often	   faced	   obstacles	   and	   hardship	   in	   their	  
adaptation	   in	   Iceland.	  Many	  of	   them	  lived	   in	  difficult	  conditions	  and	  often	  
needed	   to	   fight	   for	   their	   rights	   for	   themselves	   and	   their	   children	   so	   as	   to	  
obtain	   social	   and	   health	   services	   (Valgerður	   Katrín	   Jónsdóttir,	   2003).	  
Despite	   the	   hardship	   these	   Asian	   immigrant	   women	   endured,	   in	   general,	  
the	  women’s	   life	  were	   improved	   after	   their	  migration	   in	   Iceland.	   A	   study	  
conducted	  by	  Siengboon	  (2005)	  about	  Thai	  adolescents	  who	  immigrated	  to	  
Iceland	   after	   10	   years	   of	   age	   indicates	   those	   Thai	   adolescents	   and	   their	  
mothers	  were	  content	  living	  in	  Iceland.	  The	  mothers	  first	  came	  to	  Iceland	  in	  
search	  for	  a	  better	  life	  and	  for	  employment	  reason.	  Being	  able	  to	  help	  their	  
family	  back	  in	  Thailand	  was	  one	  of	  the	  substantial	  reasons	  for	  their	  sense	  of	  
contentment	  (Siengboon,	  2005).	  	  

An	  article	  by	  Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir	  and	  Sóley	  Gréta	  Sveinsdóttir	  (2006)	  
based	   on	   a	   research	   about	   Asian	   women	   in	   Iceland	   reveals	   that	   these	  
women	   left	   their	   home	   country	   to	  work	   in	   a	   gender-‐based	   occupation	   in	  
order	  to	  have	  a	  better	  life	  and	  help	  their	  relatives	  back	  home.	  Language	  is	  
the	   main	   obstacle	   for	   them	   along	   with	   different	   cultural	   environment	  
compared	  to	  their	  original	  cultural	  background.	  Family	  structure	   (Icelandic	  
partner)	   and	   education	   play	   a	   crucial	   role	   in	   terms	   of	   opportunity	   and	  
participation	   in	   learning	   Icelandic	   (Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir	   &	   Sóley	   Gréta	  
Sveinsdóttir,	   2006).	   The	   experiences	   and	   hardship	   of	   Asian	   women	   who	  
immigrated	  to	  Iceland	  in	  mastering	  the	  Icelandic	  language	  and	  dealing	  with	  
transverse	  cultural	  life,	  had	  forced	  these	  women	  to	  tackle	  the	  difficulties	  in	  
the	  new	  country	  by	  creating	  various	  social	  connections,	  both	  in	  Iceland	  and	  
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their	   home	   country	  with	   the	   help	   of	   technology	   (Sóley	  Gréta	   Sveinsdóttir	  
Morthens,	  2006).	  	  

Various	   researches	   above	   demonstrate	   the	   complexity	   of	   the	   cross-‐
cultural	  adaptation	  process	  and	  its	  impact	  on	  Asian	  women.	  The	  researches	  
in	  different	  countries	  show	  the	  result	  of	  the	  alignment	  of	  the	  psychological	  
burden	   of	   cultural	   expectations,	   stereotypes,	   and	   host	   language	  
competence	  as	  a	  few	  of	  the	  dominant	  aspects	  with	  which	  these	  women	  are	  
struggling.	   Every	   Asian	   woman,	   regardless	   of	   the	   country	   of	   settlement,	  
faces	  the	  hardship	  of	  being	  an	   immigrant	   in	  conjunction	  with	  gender	  roles	  
and	  cultural	  values.	  Understanding	  the	  density	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  
and	  immigration	  process	  of	  Asian	  women	  is	  obviously	  the	  main	  purpose	  of	  
the	   researches	   that	   have	   been	   conducted	   in	   Iceland	   and	   other	   Western	  
countries.	   The	   objective	   assumption	   is	   without	   a	   doubt	   to	   provide	  
necessary	   support	   and	   create	   a	   beneficial	   environment	   to	   ease	   the	  
adaptation	  process	  for	  Asian	  women	  and	  eliminate	  any	  strains.	  It	   is	  one	  of	  
my	   incentives	  as	  well	  as	  an	  Asian	   immigrant	  woman	  to	   investigate	   further	  
the	  lived	  experiences	  of	  the	  adaptation	  process	  and	  cultural	  marginality	  of	  
Asian	  women	  in	  Iceland.	  	  
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4 The	  Icelandic	  Context	  
	  

In	   this	   chapter	   I	   discuss	   briefly	   the	   Icelandic	   context	   of	  my	   study	   to	   shed	  
light	  on	  how	   immigrants	  position	  and	  perceive	   themselves	   in	   society.	   It	   is	  
important	   to	   have	   knowledge	   about	   the	   host	   country	   and	   society	   when	  
discussing	  immigrants’	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  process.	  

Iceland	  is	  one	  of	  the	  youngest	  nations	  in	  the	  world	  and	  today	  Iceland	  is	  
independent	  and	  has	  a	  strong	  sense	  of	  heritage	  by	  way	  of	  preserving	  their	  
national	   identity,	   language,	   culture,	   customs	   and	   heritage.	   Located	  
strategically	  in	  the	  North	  Atlantic	  between	  America	  and	  continental	  Europe,	  
the	  island	  covers	  an	  area	  of	  102,999	  square	  km	  approximately.	  Most	  of	  the	  
island	   is	   covered	   by	   permanent	   ice	   or	   lava	  which	  makes	   it	   uninhabitable.	  
Iceland	   is	   full	   of	   hot	   springs	   and	   rivers,	   and	   is	   geologically	   active	   with	  
volcanic	  activity.	  Along	   the	  coasts	   there	  are	  many	   fjords	  and	   little	   islands.	  
Most	  of	  the	  population	  lives	  around	  the	  coastal	  areas	  (Waldron,	  2013,	  p.	  4;	  
Wilcox	  &	  Latif,	  2006,	  p.	  5,	  7).	  

4.1 	   Icelandic	  Society	  and	  Language	  

Iceland	   has	   a	   relatively	   small	   population,	   325.671	   as	   of	   January	   1,	   2014	  
(Statistic	   Iceland,	  2014).	  Egalitarianism	  and	  equality	  are	  widely	  recognized,	  
creating	   less	   social	   and	   economic	   stratification	   in	   Iceland	   than	   most	  
countries.	   One	   characteristic	   that	   makes	   Iceland	   a	   relatively	   classless	  
society	   is	   the	   same	   form	   of	   addressing	   in	   both	   formal	   and	   informal	  
circumstances	  (Wilcox	  &	  Latif,	  2006,	  p.	  59–60,	  66).	  	  

Icelanders	   have	   a	   sense	   of	   pride	   of	   their	   nationalism,	   heritage	   and	  
traditions	   that	   are	   transferred	   into	   many	   festivities	   and	   celebrated	  
extensively,	   such	   as	   þorrablót,	   bolludagur,	   sprengidagur,	   öskudagur,	   and	  
þorláksmessa.	   Gauti	   Kristmannsson	   (2004)	   points	   out	   that	   the	   other	  
nationalistic	  attitude	  of	  Icelanders	  is	  their	  pride	  in	  the	  Icelandic	  language	  as	  
“the	   prime	   identification	   instrument	   in	   the	   Icelanders’	   conception	   of	  
themselves	   as	   a	   nation,	   not	   simply	   because	   they	   share	   it	   as	   a	   language”	  
(Gauti	  Kristmannsson,	  2004,	  p.	  292).	  Icelanders	  regard	  Icelandic	  language	  as	  
an	   extension	   of	   themselves,	   and	   it	   reflects	   their	   spiritual	   characteristics.	  
Therefore,	  the	  aim	  of	  language	  policy	  is	  to	  prevent	  the	  speakers	  from	  doing	  
harm	  to	  their	  language	  (Gísli	  Pálsson,	  1989,	  p.	  123–124).	  Icelandic	  language	  
is	   preserved	   and	   it	   undergoes	   very	   few	   changes	   over	   decades.	   Icelandic	  
language	  therefore	  has	  become	  an	  important	  aspect	  in	  symbolizing	  national	  
identity.	  Only	  those	  who	  are	  able	  to	  master	  the	  Icelandic	  language	  or	  are	  of	  
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Icelandic	  descent	  are	  seen	  as	  being	  able	  to	  claim	  themselves	  as	   Icelanders	  
(Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  2007).	  	  

4.2 	   Immigration	  and	  Legislation	  in	  Iceland	  

In	   this	   thesis	   I	   apply	   the	   definition	   of	   Statistics	   Iceland	   of	   the	   term	  
immigrant.	   It	   conceptualizes	   an	   individual	   who	   is	   born	   abroad	   with	   both	  
parents	  and	  grandparents	  who	  are	  also	  born	  abroad.	  A	  second-‐generation	  
immigrant	   is	   an	   individual	   who	   is	   born	   in	   Iceland	   and	   both	   parents	   are	  
immigrants.	  An	   individual	   is	  considered	  to	  be	  of	  foreign	  background	  if	  one	  
of	   the	   parents	   is	   a	   foreigner	   (Statistical	   Series,	   2013,	   p.	   15).	   The	   term	  
foreigner	   (útlendingur)	   is	   used	   here	   as	   “foreign	   national”	   or	   “foreigner”,	  
which	  signifies	  any	  person	  who	  does	  not	  hold	  Icelandic	  citizenship	  (Ministry	  
of	  Interior,	  2002).	  	  

In	  the	  past	  years,	  the	  numbers	  of	  immigrants	  who	  migrated	  and	  settled	  
in	   Iceland	   have	   increased.	   According	   to	   Statistics	   Iceland,	   the	   number	   of	  
immigrants	   in	   Iceland	  as	  of	  1st	  of	  January	  2013	  was	  25.926	  or	  8.1%	  of	  the	  
population.	   The	   number	   rose	   slightly	   from	   the	   year	   2012	   where	   the	  
immigrants	  were	  25.442	  or	  8.0%	  of	  the	  population.	  The	  highest	  number	  of	  
immigrants	   is	   Polish	   people,	   who	   comprise	   36.1%	   of	   the	   immigrants	   in	  
Iceland	  or	  9.371	  as	  of	  1st	  of	   January	  2013.	  The	  second	  highest	  number	  of	  
immigrants	  was	   from	   Lithuania,	   5.4%	  of	   immigrants’	   population,	   followed	  
by	   the	  Philippines,	  which	  was	  5.3%	  of	   immigrants’	  population	  as	  of	  1st	  of	  
January	   2013.	   The	   total	   number	   of	   women	   immigrants	   (first	   and	   second	  
generation	   immigrants)	   was	   15.156	   as	   of	   1st	   of	   January	   2013	   (Statistical	  
Series,	  2013,	  p.	  9).	  The	  numbers	  of	  women	  immigrants	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  
are	  2.106	  in	  total,	  with	  the	  highest	  numbers	  from	  the	  Philippines	  (928)	  and	  
Thailand	   (732).	  Many	  of	   these	  women	  have	  obtained	   Icelandic	   citizenship	  
(Statistics	  Iceland,	  2013).	  	  

Table	  1	  shows	  the	  numbers	  of	  immigrants	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  in	  Iceland	  
(by	  population	  born	  abroad,	  by	  background,	  sex,	  citizenship	  and	  country	  of	  
birth	  as	  of	  1st	  of	  January	  2013):	  	  
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Table	  1	  Immigrants	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  in	  Iceland	  

	   Foreign	  citizenship	   Icelandic	  citizenship	  

	   Females	   Males	   Total	   Females	   Males	   Total	  

The	  
Philippines	  

	  

302	  

	  

218	  

	  

520	  

	  

626	  

	  

239	  

	  

865	  

Thailand	   316	   123	   439	   416	   80	   496	  

Vietnam	   111	   98	   209	   185	   136	   321	  

Indonesia	   24	   6	   30	   14	   8	   22	  

Malaysia	   10	   13	   23	   5	   4	   9	  

Singapore	   1	   2	   3	   5	   1	   6	  

Cambodia	   0	   0	   0	   1	   0	   1	  

	  
(Source:	  Statistics	  Iceland,	  2013)	  
	  

Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir	   (2004,	   2010b)	   has	   pointed	   out	   that	   the	  
increasing	   flow	   of	   migration	   in	   Iceland	   is	   not	   related	   solely	   to	   labour	  
migrants	   and	   asylum	   seekers.	   There	   are	   several	   reasons	   for	   migration	   to	  
Iceland;	   for	   business	   purposes,	   marital/spouse	   reunion,	   or	   for	   education,	  
which	   has	   especially	   increased	   in	   the	   last	   years.	  Unlike	   other	   countries	   in	  
Europe,	   there	   are	   not	   many	   asylum	   seekers/refugees	   in	   Iceland,	   and	   the	  
growing	   numbers	   of	   immigrants	   has	   also	   to	   a	   large	   extent	   impacted	   the	  
need	   for	   labour	   demands.	   The	   immigration	   of	   two	   highest	   numbers	   of	  
immigrants	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  is	  from	  the	  Philippines	  which	  started	  in	  the	  
late	  1980s	  as	  a	  result	  of	  the	  marriages	  of	  Filipino	  women	  to	  Icelandic	  men,	  
followed	  by	   family	   reunification	  and	  employment	   (Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  
2015,	  p.	  5).	  The	  second	  highest	  number	  is	  immigrants	  from	  Thailand	  which	  
started	  in	  1978	  when	  the	  first	  Thai	  immigrant	  came	  to	  Iceland	  to	  be	  married	  
to	   an	   Icelandic	   man.	   For	   the	   next	   10	   years,	   almost	   all	   of	   the	   immigrants	  
from	   Thailand	   coming	   to	   Iceland	   were	   for	   marital	   purposes	   to	   Icelandic	  
men.	  By	  the	   late	  1980s	  and	  early	  1990s,	  family	  reunification	  was	  the	  main	  
reason	   for	   the	   Thai	   immigrant	   flow	   for	   the	   purpose	   of	   study	   and	   work.	  
Together	  with	  Vietnamese,	   these	   three	   groups	  of	   immigrants	  became	   the	  
first	  immigrants	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  in	  Iceland	  (Bissat,	  2013,	  p.	  48).	  

Bissat	  (2013)	  observed	  the	  phenomenon	  of	  a	  large	  demand	  for	  workers	  
of	   all	   backgrounds,	   as	   a	   result	   of	   an	   expansion	  of	   growth	   in	   almost	   every	  
sector	  of	   the	   Icelandic	  economy.	   In	   the	  early	  2000s,	   some	   factory	  owners	  
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turned	  to	  their	  own	  foreign	  employees	  (Thai	  and	  Filipino	  workers)	  as	  agents	  
to	  acquire	  workers	  from	  Thailand	  and	  the	  Philippines	  to	  come	  and	  work	  in	  
Iceland.	  In	  2006,	  Iceland	  lifted	  the	  postponement	  of	  the	  EU’s	  2003	  Treaty	  of	  
Accession	   admittance	   of	   ten	   mostly	   Eastern	   European	   countries	   which	  
resulted	  in	  that	  EEA	  (European	  Economic	  Area)	  residents	  were	  free	  to	  work	  
in	   Iceland	   without	   a	   permit.	   The	   treaty	   was	   the	   agreement	   between	   the	  
member	   states	   of	   the	   European	   Union	   and	   ten	   countries,	   which	   was	  
entered	   into	   force	  on	  May	  1,	   2004.	   The	   treaty	   granted	   residents	  of	   these	  
countries	   the	   right	   to	   free	   movement.	   Iceland’s	   Directorate	   of	   Labour	  
(Vinnumálastofnun)	  effectively	  stopped	  issuing	  work	  permits	  for	  low-‐skilled	  
non-‐EEA	   workers	   in	   autumn	   2005.	   As	   the	   years	   passed,	   many	   employers	  
discovered	   inventive	   ways	   to	   hire	   labour	  migrants	   from	   EEA	   countries	   as	  
more	  EEA	  citizens	  began	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	   the	   Icelandic	   labour	  market	  
(Bissat,	  2013;	  Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  2015).	  

Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadottir	   (2010b)	   mentions	   that	   even	   though	   most	  
immigrants	  came	  to	  Iceland	  for	  employment	  reasons,	  unemployment	  is	  not	  
the	  main	  reason	  for	  their	  migration	  to	  Iceland	  because	  most	  of	  them	  were	  
employed	  in	  their	  home	  country.	  It	  is	  rather	  a	  quest	  for	  better	  opportunity	  
and	  higher	  wages	  that	  affected	  their	  migration.	  Policy	  measures	  that	  affect	  
immigrants	  directly	  have	  been	  adopted,	  resulting	  in	  strict	  immigration	  laws	  
in	   2003	   especially	   with	   regard	   to	   family	   reunification	   (Unnur	   Dís	  
Skaptadóttir	  &	  Kristín	  Loftsdóttir,	  2009,	  p.	  209).	  Since	   the	   implementation	  
of	   the	   EU’s	   2003	   Treaty	   of	   Accession,	   immigrants	   from	   non-‐European	  
countries	   who	   intend	   to	   settle	   in	   Iceland	   for	   employment	   purpose	   have	  
fewer	   options	   and	   it	   also	   lessens	   their	   possibilities	   to	   find	   another	   job	   in	  
other	  European	  countries	   (Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  2010b,	  p.	  318;	  2015,	  p.	  
12).	  	  

4.3 	   Immigrants	  and	  Education	  for	  Integration	  	  

A	  collective	  aptitude	  of	  the	  Nordic	  educational	  system	  for	  adult	  immigrants	  
is	   based	   on	   that	   host	   language	   proficiency	   is	   the	   main	   key	   to	   access	   to	  
educational	   opportunities.	   The	   level	   of	   education	   and	   host	   language	  
proficiency	   are	   significant	   indicators	   of	   successful	   employment	   and	  
seemingly	  successful	  integration	  (Blommaert	  &	  Rampton,	  2011).	  	  

According	   to	   the	   common	   framework	   for	   the	   integration	   of	   non-‐EU	  
nationals	   in	   the	  European	  Nations,	   “basic	   knowledge	  of	   the	  host	   society’s	  
language,	   history	   and	   institutions	   is	   indispensable	   to	  
integration"	  (Summaries	  of	  EU	  legislation,	  2005).	  The	  Icelandic	  government	  
ensures	   that	   everyone	   has	   access	   to	   an	   Icelandic	   language	   course	   that	   is	  
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designed	   to	   meet	   the	   needs	   of	   each	   individual.	   The	   requirement	   for	  
integration	   into	   a	   new	   society	   and	   participation	   is	   the	   ability	   to	   express	  
oneself	   in	  that	  host	  language	  proficiently.	  Host	  language	  proficiency	  is	  one	  
of	  the	  most	  important	  keys	  to	  a	  new	  society	  and	  a	  fundamental	  criterion	  for	  
immigrants’	   full	   participation	   and	   integration	   into	   Icelandic	   society.	  
Therefore,	  Icelandic	  language	  courses	  for	  immigrants	  ideally	  should	  include	  
education	  about	  Icelandic	  society,	  its	  values,	  cultural	  heritage	  and	  the	  rights	  
and	  obligations	  of	  citizens	  (Ministry	  of	  Social	  Affairs,	  2007,	  p.	  8).	  	  

Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir	   and	   Helga	   Ólafsdóttir	   (2010)	   present	   their	  
research	   on	   adult	   education	   and	   integration	   in	   Iceland.	   Their	   research	  
shows	   that	   the	   focus	   has	   been	   on	   teaching	   Icelandic	   to	   immigrants	  
according	   to	   the	   needs	   of	   job	   market.	   Even	   though	   the	   government	  
proposes	  that	  the	  education	  of	  Icelandic	  society	  and	  its	  values	  and	  cultures	  
should	   be	   included	   in	   Icelandic	   course,	   in	   reality,	   it	   has	   been	   applied	  
ineffectively.	   Immigrants	   who	   are	   unemployed	   have	   the	   possibility	   to	  
attend	   Icelandic	   courses	   at	   the	   Employment	   Office.	   Even	   though	  
immigrants	  can	  apply	  for	  a	  refund	  from	  the	  union,	  the	  amount	  of	  the	  fund	  
is	  not	  sufficient	  enough.	  In	  addition,	  in	  some	  language	  institutions,	  a	  few	  of	  
the	  Icelandic	  teachers	  are	  not	  really	  qualified	  to	  teach	  Icelandic	  (Unnur	  Dís	  
Skaptadóttir	  &	  Helga	  Ólafsdóttir,	  2010).	  

In	   regards	   to	   the	   objectives	   of	   general	   adult	   education	   in	   Iceland,	   the	  
Ministry	  of	   Education	   lays	  out	   a	   general	   set	   of	   acts.	   The	  purpose	  of	   adult	  
education	  in	  Iceland	  is	  to	  increase	  the	  opportunities	  for	  active	  participation	  
in	   society	   for	   individuals	  with	   short	   formal	   education,	   and	   to	   prepare	   the	  
individuals	  with	  knowledge	  in	  order	  to	  enter	  the	  labour	  market	  (Ministry	  of	  
Education,	   2010).	   One	   of	   the	   ways	   to	   acknowledge	   people	   of	   different	  
cultural	  and	  national	  backgrounds	  in	  Iceland	  is	  by	  implementing	  changes	  in	  
educational	   material	   and	  multicultural	   policies	   (Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir	   &	  
Kristín	  Loftsdóttir,	  2009,	  p.	  209).	  

I	   have	   discussed	   briefly	   about	   Iceland	   in	   terms	   of	   geography	   and	  
sociocultural	   characteristics.	   The	   immigration	   process	   in	   Iceland	   is	   also	  
described	   in	  general.	  The	  numbers	  of	   immigrants	   from	  Southeast	  Asia	  are	  
presented,	   along	   with	   the	   description	   of	   the	   immigrants’	   influx	   from	  
Thailand	  and	  the	  Philippines.	   Immigration	  policy	   in	   Iceland	  has	  changed	   in	  
the	  past	  years	   in	  connection	  to	   Iceland	  joining	  the	  EEA/EFTA	  treaty,	  which	  
consequently	   has	   impacted	   the	   course	   of	   immigration	   process	   in	   Iceland.	  
For	  people	  outside	  of	  EEA/EFTA	  countries,	  this	  treaty	  has	  created	  obstacles	  
for	   them	   to	   enter	   Iceland	   solely	   for	   employment	   purposes.	   Education	   for	  
the	   purpose	   of	   integration	   is	   also	   presented	   to	   illustrate	   the	   rights	   of	  
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immigrants	  to	  attain	  Icelandic	  skills,	  along	  with	  the	  state	  policies	  regarding	  
education	  for	  immigrants	  and	  the	  practice	  of	  them.	  This	  chapter	  is	  designed	  
to	   give	   a	   generic	   idea	   of	   Iceland	   and	   its	   society	   as	   a	   receiving	   country	   of	  
immigrants	   (host	   society).	   In	   the	   next	   chapter,	   I	   will	   present	   general	  
information	  about	  Southeast	  Asia.	  	  
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5 Southeast	  Asia	  
	  

In	  this	  chapter,	  I	  review	  Southeast	  Asian	  countries	  in	  general.	  Geographical	  
setting,	   early	   inhabitants,	   religions,	   cultural	   and	   traditional	   values	   are	  
illustrated	   to	   comprehend	   the	   contextual	   factors	   of	   Asian	   immigrants	   for	  
correlated	  support.	  	  

5.1 	   Geographical	  Setting	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Southeast	   Asia	   is	   one	   of	   four	  major	   subregions	   of	  monsoon	   Asia	   –	   India,	  
China,	  Southeast	  Asia	  and	   Japan.	   In	   the	  past	  decades,	   the	   term	  Southeast	  
Asia	   has	   only	   been	   accepted	   in	   general	   after	   the	   Second	   World	   War.	  
Southeast	  Asia	  is	  commonly	  recognized	  as	  a	  collective	  name	  for	  the	  strings	  
of	  peninsulas	  and	  islands	  which	  lie	  to	  the	  east	  of	  India	  and	  Pakistan	  and	  to	  
the	   south	  of	  China.	   Today,	   Southeast	  Asia	   comprises	  numerous	   territories	  
of	  Cambodia,	  Laos,	  Burma,	  Thailand,	  Vietnam,	  Malaysia,	  Brunei,	  Indonesia,	  
the	   Philippines,	   Singapore	   and	   Timor	   Leste	   (previously	   known	   as	   East	  
Timor),	  which	  gained	  independence	  from	  Indonesia	  in	  2002	  (Fisher,	  1964,	  p.	  
3;	  Murphey,	  2003,	  p.	  4;	  Osborne,	  2010,	  p.	  5;	  Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  3).	  	  

Geographically,	   Southeast	   Asia	   lies	   in	   the	  monsoon	  belt	   and	   is	   located	  
between	   the	   tropics,	   except	   for	   a	   small	   portion	   of	   Burma.	   Southeast	   Asia	  

Figure	  1	  Map	  of	  Southeast	  Asia	  (Source:	  wikitravel.org,	  2010)	  	  
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can	   be	   seen	   as	   two	   geographical	   regions,	   mainland	   Southeast	   Asia	   that	  
includes	   the	   countries	   of	   Burma,	   Laos,	   Cambodia,	   Thailand,	   and	   Vietnam.	  
The	  insular	  Southeast	  Asia	  consists	  of	  Malaysia,	  Singapore,	  the	  Philippines,	  
Brunei,	  Timor	  Leste	  and	  Indonesia.	  Malaysia	  is	   included	  in	  the	  latter	  group	  
because	  of	  the	  Malay	  Peninsula’s	  exposure	  to	  the	  sea	  and	  the	  similarity	  of	  
its	  ethnic,	  religious,	  cultural,	  and	  geographical	  characteristics	  with	  Sumatra	  
and	  Java.	  Indonesia	  and	  the	  Philippines	  comprise	  a	  cluster	  of	   islands,	   large	  
and	  small	  (Osborne,	  2010,	  p.	  5;	  Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  5–6).	  	  

One	   geographical	   factor	   is	   common	   to	   most	   of	   Southeast	   Asia,	   the	  
monsoon,	   southwest	   and	   northwest.	   Rice	   is	   the	   main	   crop	   and	   essential	  
diet	   of	   the	   people	   of	   the	   region.	   The	   notion	   of	   monsoon	   has	   inspired	  
supernatural	  belief	  among	   the	  peasants.	   It	   leads	   them	  to	  appeasement	  of	  
the	  spirits	  to	  guarantee	  the	  arrival	  of	  the	  monsoon	  and	  sufficient	  sunshine	  
for	   their	   crops.	   Therefore,	   the	   monsoon	   has	   dominated	   the	   way	   of	   life,	  
religious	   beliefs,	   commercial	   and	   social	   activities	   in	   Southeast	   Asia	   for	  
centuries	  (Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  7).	  

5.2 	   Early	  Inhabitants	  

It	   is	   believed	   that	   the	   population	   of	   Southeast	   Asia	  migrated	   southwards	  
from	  southern	  China	  between	  2500	  and	  1500	  B.C,	  perhaps	  including	  Tibet,	  
with	  later	  additions	  from	  India.	  As	  a	  result	  of	  Chinese	  political	  consolidation	  
in	   the	   third	   century	  B.C.,	  Han	  Chinese	  expanded	   their	   territory	   across	   the	  
Yangtze	  and	  forced	  most	  of	  the	  other	  ethnic	  people	  southward,	  eventually	  
across	   the	  mountain	   range	   into	   Southeast	   Asia.	   It	   was	   during	   this	   period	  
that	   the	   migration	   of	   most	   of	   the	   ancestors	   of	   the	   people	   in	   Burma,	  
Malaysia,	   Vietnam,	   Indonesia,	   and	   Thailand	   took	   place	   under	   Chinese	  
political	  and	  military	  dominance	   (Murphey,	  2003,	  p.	  14;	  Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  
8-‐9).	  	  

The	  largest	  ethnic	  group	  today	  is	  the	  brown-‐skinned	  Malay	  who	  inhabits	  
Malaysia,	   Brunei,	   Indonesia	   and	   the	   Philippines.	   Ancestors	   of	   the	   present	  
population	   of	   Malaysia	   and	   Indonesia,	   the	   Deutero-‐Malays,	   dispersed	  
throughout	  the	  interior	  of	  Southeast	  Asia,	  diffusing	  a	  common	  culture	  and	  a	  
related	   language	   (Sardesai,	   1989,	   p.	   9–10).	   Burma	   received	   various	  ethnic	  
groups	  from	  Tibet	  and	  Southern	  China.	  Thai	  is	  an	  ethnic	  term	  applicable	  to	  
diverse	   people	   in	   Asia.	   They	   settle	   in	   the	   areas	   such	   as	   Lao	   in	   Laos	   and	  
North	   Thailand,	   Shan	   in	   northeast	   of	   Burma,	   Yunnan	   Thai	   in	   South	   China,	  
Tribal	  Thai	   in	  North	  Vietnam,	  and	  Thais	   in	  Thailand.	  The	  Vietnamese	  were	  
believed	   to	   have	   migrated	   from	   Tibet,	   a	   mixture	   of	   Mongolian	   and	   non-‐
Mongolian	  (Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  11).	  There	  are	  two	  additional	  ethnic	  groups,	  
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which	  influence	  the	  culture	  and	  demographic	  picture	  of	  Southeast	  Asia,	  the	  
Indian	   and	   the	   Chinese.	   Indian	   population	   is	   found	   in	   every	   country	   in	  
Southeast	   Asia,	   particularly	   in	   Burma,	   Malaysia	   and	   Singapore.	   Most	   of	  
them	  migrated	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  as	  workers	  on	  rubber	  plantations,	  
rice	   fields,	   docks,	   and	   government	   construction	   projects,	   some	   as	   traders	  
and	  moneylenders.	   The	   Chinese	   are	   even	   larger	   in	   numbers,	   forming	   the	  
majority	  in	  Singapore	  and	  other	  countries	  in	  Southeast	  Asia	  (Sardesai,	  1989,	  
p.	  11).	  

5.3 	   Religions	  and	  Traditional	  Cultural	  values	  

Southeast	  Asia	  has	   fostered	   indigenous	  cultures,	   and	  without	  a	  doubt	  has	  
been	   influenced	  by	   Indian	  and	  Chinese	  culture	   in	  many	  parts	  of	  Southeast	  
Asia.	  Even	  though	  it	  was	  neither	  widespread	  nor	  homogenous,	  there	  were	  
certain	   common	   characteristics	   linking	   the	   people,	   and	   they	  were	   able	   to	  
maintain	  their	  own	  identity.	  They	  had	  built	  up	  a	  society	  and	  organization	  of	  
their	  own,	  based	  on	  irrigated	  cultivation,	  sharing	  the	  benefits	  and	  problems	  
common	   to	   the	   inhabitants	   of	   monsoon	   Asia.	   They	   developed	   a	   “family	  
resemblance”	   originated	   from	   their	   common	   derivation,	   mostly	   Indians.	  
Similarities	   in	   the	   rituals	   used	   by	   the	   various	   royal	   courts	   throughout	  
mainland	   Southeast	   Asian	  were	   recognized	   as	   an	   indication	   of	   a	   common	  
inheritance	  or	  tradition.	  Basic	  similarities	  in	  family	  structure	  were	  found	  to	  
exist	  over	  a	  wide	  area	  (Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  12–14,	  Osborne,	  2010,	  p.	  5–6).	  	  

The	  Chinese	  adopted	  Buddhism,	  which	  was	  introduced	  from	  India.	  Many	  
Chinese	   as	   well	   as	   Southeast	   Asia	   scholars	   and	   pilgrims	   visited	   places	   of	  
worship	   and	   scholarship	   in	   India,	   and	   stopped	   halfway	   in	   Borneo	  
(Kalimantan)	   or	   Sumatra	   to	   learn	   Sanskrit	   and	   Pali.	   There	   were	   many	  
aspects	  of	  the	  influence	  of	  Chinese	  culture	  in	  Southeast	  Asia,	  but	  except	  for	  
Vietnamese,	  most	  of	  the	  Southeast	  Asian	  countries	  adopted	  Indian	  culture.	  
There	  are	  at	  least	  four	  major	  religions	  in	  Southeast	  Asia:	  Muslim	  dominates	  
Malaysia,	   Brunei	   and	   Indonesia	   (except	   Bali	   which	   follows	   Hinduism).	  
Theravada	  Buddhism	  is	  the	  national	  religion	  of	  Thailand	  as	  it	  is	  in	  Cambodia,	  
Burma	   and	   Laos,	   whereas	   Vietnam,	   which	   is	   culturally	   Chinese-‐oriented,	  
follows	  Mahayana	  Buddhism,	  but	   they	  have	  adopted	  communism	  as	   their	  
secular	  religion.	  It	  is	  not	  hard	  to	  sense	  the	  continuing	  presence	  of	  Confucian	  
values	  in	  Vietnamese	  society.	  In	  some	  sections	  of	  the	  area,	  a	  basic	  animism	  
is	   the	   most	   fundamental	   of	   the	   population’s	   religious	   beliefs.	   The	  
Philippines	  and	  Timor	  Leste	  are	  predominantly	  Catholic	  countries	  (Osborne,	  
2010,	  p.	  16;	  Sardesai,	  1989,	  p.	  15–17).	  	  	  
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In	   addition	   to	   the	   indigenous	   cultural	   values,	   there	   are	   some	   common	  
traditional	  values	   in	  Southeast	  Asia.	  The	  basic	   importance	  of	  the	  extended	  
family	  and	  kin	  network	  and	  its	  multiple	  roles,	  the	  respect	  for	  the	  elderly	  and	  
authority	   figures,	   the	   traditional	   subjugation	   and	   submissive	   roles	   of	  
women,	   the	   hierarchical	   structure	   of	   society,	   the	   awareness	   and	  
importance	   attached	   to	   traditions,	   the	   primacy	   of	   group	   welfare	   over	  
individual	   interest,	   are	   among	   distinctive	   traditional	   traits	   common	   to	   all	  
parts	   of	   Asia	   (Murphey,	   2003,	   p.	   4).	   Many	   Asian	   cultures	   have	   distinct	  
conceptions	   of	   individuality	   that	   imply	   the	   fundamental	   relatedness	   of	  
individuals	  to	  each	  other.	  The	  emphasis	  is	  on	  harmonious	  interdependence,	  
trying	   to	   fit	   in	   and	   attending	   to	   others.	   This	   view	   of	   the	   self	   and	   the	  
relationship	  between	   the	   self	  and	  others,	  places	  a	  person	  not	  as	   separate	  
from	  the	  social	  context	  but	  as	  more	  connected	  and	  less	  differentiated	  from	  
others.	   The	   interdependent	   self	   is	   motivated	   to	   find	   a	   way	   to	   fit	   in	   with	  
others,	   to	   fulfil	   and	   create	   obligations,	   and	   become	   part	   of	   various	  
interpersonal	  relationships	  (Markus	  &	  Kitayama,	  1991,	  p.	  224,	  226).	  

The	   emphasis	   on	   group	   effort	   and	   group	   welfare,	   judgmental	   of	  
individualism	   and	   their	   interdependence	   have	   dominated	   every	   aspect	   of	  
life.	   Individuals	   have	   always	   been	   subject	   to	   group	   direction	   and	  
subordinate	  to	  group	   interest.	  Each	   individual	  has	  his	  or	  her	  defined	  place	  
in	   the	   society	   and	  prescribed	   role.	  Most	   of	   these	   societies	   are	  patriarchal	  
and	  male	  dominant,	  although	   the	  primary	   institution	  has	  always	  been	   the	  
family	  where	   the	   eldest	  members	   rule,	   sometimes	   a	   female	   but	   usually	   a	  
male.	   Age	   and	   learning	   are	   associated	   with	   wisdom	   and	   cumulative	  
experience	   is	   the	   best	   guide.	   Although	   their	   primary	   concentration	   is	   on	  
group	   welfare,	   individual	   success	   is	   seen	   as	   both	   a	   credit	   and	   a	   material	  
benefit	   to	   the	   family	   and	   family	   obligations	   remain	   a	   powerful	   drive	  
(Murphey,	  2003,	  p.	  4–5).	  

The	  harmonious	  balance	  in	  the	  universe	  between	  individuals	  and	  nature,	  
in	  relation	  to	  the	  society	  at	  large	  and	  environment	  is	  an	  important	  aspect	  in	  
Asian	   culture	   and	   societies.	   The	   normative	   identity	   of	   Asian	   people	   is	  
exerted	  through	  various	  indigenous	  cultural	  values	  such	  as	  the	  hierarchical	  
structure	  of	  society,	  the	  awareness	  and	  importance	  attached	  to	  traditions,	  
and	   the	   primacy	   of	   group	  welfare	   over	   individual	   interest.	   An	   attempt	   to	  
comprehend	   the	   nature	   of	   Asian	   traditional	   and	   cultural	   values	   is	   a	   step	  
closer	   to	   understanding	   the	   diverse	   behaviour	   and	   the	   interaction	  
archetype	  of	  Asian	   immigrants	   in	  Western	  countries,	  which	  hopefully	  may	  
lead	   to	   elimination	   of	   social	   and	   cultural	   conflicts	   during	   the	   process	   of	  
cross-‐cultural	  adaptation.	  
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6 Methodology	  
	  

In	  this	  chapter	  I	  explain	  my	  research	  design,	  sampling	  method,	  participants,	  
procedure,	   instruments,	   data	   analyses,	   limitation	   of	   the	   research,	   and	  
potential	  ethical	  issues.	  My	  aim	  is	  to	  examine	  how	  the	  dimensions	  of	  cross-‐
cultural	   adaptation	   influence	   Asian	   immigrant	   women	   in	   Iceland	   in	  
constructing	  and	  developing	  their	  identity	  and	  how	  the	  concept	  of	  cultural	  
marginality	   applies	   to	   them.	   In	   addition,	   I	   would	   like	   to	   investigate	   the	  
elements	   of	   their	   social	   interactions	  with	   Icelanders,	   other	   foreigners	   and	  
people	   from	   the	   same	   ethnic	   background,	   their	   cultural	   understanding,	  
cultural	   adaptation,	   ethnic	   identity,	   and	   language	   acquisition,	   all	   of	  which	  
might	  encourage	  or	  hinder	  their	  motivation	  to	  pursue	  further	  education	  for	  
their	  employment	  benefits	  and	  contribution	  in	  social	  settings.	  	  

6.1 	   Design	  

A	  phenomenological	  approach	  was	  employed	  in	  this	  qualitative	  research	  to	  
identify	  themes	  and/or	  concepts	  related	  to	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  and	  to	  
further	   describe	   the	   individuals’	   experiences	   living	   within	   cultural	  
marginality.	   Phenomenological	   inquiry	   is	   to	   describe	   and	   understand	   the	  
essence	   of	   lived	   experiences	   of	   individuals	   who	   have	   experienced	   a	  
particular	  phenomenon	  (Lichtman,	  2010).	  Phenomenologists	  are	  especially	  
interested	   in	   exploring	  how	   individuals	   experience	   certain	  phenomena,	   as	  
stated	   by	   Welman	   and	   Kruger	   (1999),	   that	   “the	   phenomenologists	   are	  
concerned	   with	   understanding	   social	   and	   psychological	   phenomena	   from	  
the	  perspectives	  of	  people	  involved”	  (Welman	  and	  Kruger,	  1999,	  p.	  189).	  

In	  my	  research,	  a	  phenomenological	  approach	  was	  the	  most	  appropriate	  
method.	   The	   intention	   of	   this	   research	   was	   to	   gather	   data	   regarding	   the	  
lived-‐experiences	  and	  personal	  perspectives	  of	  research	  participants	  about	  
their	   life	   in	   Iceland.	   As	   an	   Asian	   woman	   myself,	   I	   feel	   that	   my	   cultural	  
background	  benefits	  me	   in	   this	   research.	  Not	  only	  does	   it	   encourages	   the	  
participants	   to	  share	  with	  me	  with	  their	  personal	   thoughts	  and	  feelings,	   it	  
also	  it	  helps	  me	  in	  analysing	  their	  discourses	  and	  experiences	  from	  a	  similar	  
point	  of	  view.	  According	  to	  Hammersley	  (2000),	  phenomenologists	  believe	  
that	   the	   researchers	   are	   unable	   to	   be	   detached	   from	   his/her	   own	  
presuppositions	  and	  therefore	  the	  researcher	  ought	  not	  pretend	  otherwise.	  
Gibbs	  (2007)	  mentioned	  that	  researchers	  themselves	  are	  significant	  to	  the	  
research	  process,	  as	  a	  member	  of	  the	  subject	  being	  studied,	  either	  in	  terms	  
of	   their	   personal	   experiences	   in	   the	   subject	   or	   their	   personal	   presence	   as	  
researchers.	  
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6.2 	   Sampling	  Method	  

The	   participants	   of	   this	   research	   were	   selected	   by	   purposive	   sampling.	   I	  
selected	   the	   participants	   based	   on	  my	   judgment	   and	   the	   purpose	   of	   the	  
research.	  Participants	  were	  selected	  based	  on	  their	  experiences	  as	  an	  Asian	  
woman	   living	   in	   Iceland.	   Snowball	   sampling	  was	   used	   to	   locate	   additional	  
participants.	   Snowballing	   is	   a	   method	   of	   expanding	   the	   sample	   by	  
requesting	   participants	   to	   recommend	   others	   for	   interviewing	   (Creswell,	  
2008).	  	  

6.3 	   Participants	  

The	   participants	   consist	   of	   six	   Asian	  women	   immigrants	   in	   the	   age	   range	  
between	  mid	   twenties	   to	  mid	   fifties.	   All	   of	   the	   participants	   were	   born	   in	  
Southeast	  Asian	  countries.	  The	  criteria	   for	  selecting	  participants	  were	  that	  
the	  women	  must	  be	   first	   generation	   immigrants	  and	  have	   lived	   in	   Iceland	  
for	   several	   years,	   in	   consideration	   of	   sufficient	   exposure	   to	   Icelandic	  
culture.	   Participants	   were	   anticipated	   to	   have	   necessary	   knowledge	   and	  
experience	  of	  the	  research	  subject	  and	  therefore	  were	  able	  to	  answer	  the	  
questions	  in	  the	  interviews.	  I	  was	  acquainted	  with	  the	  participants	  through	  
various	   circumstances,	   for	   instance	   through	   the	   university	   and	   social	  
settings.	  	  

Their	   education	   and	   professional	   backgrounds	   are	   varied.	   The	  
interesting	   part	   of	   why	   I	   deliberately	   chose	   the	   participants	   was	   the	   fact	  
that	  not	  all	  of	   them	  had	  an	   Icelandic	  husband,	  a	  contrary	  phenomenon	  to	  
the	  assumption	  that	  many	  women	  immigrants	  came	  to	  Iceland	  because	  of	  
marriage	   to	   Icelanders.	   I	   pondered	   that	   perhaps	   this	   fact	   would	   provide	  
some	  additional	  insights	  as	  to	  whether	  this	  context	  would	  affect	  their	  social	  
interactions	   with	   other	   Icelanders	   and	   participation	   in	   Icelandic	   society	  
between	   the	   women	   who	   have	   Icelandic	   husbands	   and	   non-‐Icelandic	  
husbands.	  

I	  started	  contacting	  the	  participants	  at	  the	  end	  of	  spring	  2013	  and	  winter	  
2013.	   Some	  of	   the	  participants	  were	   already	  on	  my	   Facebook	   friends	   list.	  
Therefore,	   I	   contacted	   them	   through	   Facebook	   by	   sending	   them	   private	  
messages	   explaining	   the	   nature	   of	   the	   research	   and	   requesting	   their	  
participation	   in	   the	   research	   as	   Gibbs	   (2007)	   explains	   that	   an	   important	  
principle	   of	   conducting	   research	   is	   to	   inform	   the	   participants	   of	   exactly	  
what	   they	   are	   involving	   themselves	   in,	   what	   will	   happen	   during	   the	  
research,	  and	  what	  will	  happen	  to	  the	  data	  they	  provide	  after	  the	  research	  
is	   completed.	   They	   should	   be	   informed	   before	   the	   research	   commences	  
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and	   they	   should	   be	   given	   the	   right	   to	  withdraw	   from	   the	   research	   at	   any	  
time.	  	  

I	   contacted	   the	   other	   participants	   through	   email	   and	   telephone.	   I	  was	  
also	  able	   to	  get	   in	   contact	  with	  other	  participants	   through	  my	   friend	  who	  
informed	   me	   about	   them.	   Fortunately,	   all	   of	   the	   participants	   whom	   I	  
contacted	   agreed	   to	   participate	   in	   the	   research.	   They	   seemed	   eager	   to	  
participate	  in	  the	  research	  knowing	  the	  significance	  of	  the	  research.	  I	  set	  up	  
the	  time	  and	  place	  of	  the	  interviews	  based	  on	  the	  availability	  and	  requests	  
of	   the	   participants.	   The	   data	   collection	   (interviews)	   was	   conducted	  
throughout	  summer	  2013	  and	  spring	  2014.	  	  

	  

6.4 	   Procedure	  

Semi-‐structured	  interviews	  were	  conducted	  in	  order	  to	  obtain	  participants’	  
perception	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation.	  The	  data	  were	  collected	  separately	  
(individually)	   with	   interviews	   using	   open-‐ended	   questions	   and	   a	  
questionnaire.	   I	   conducted	   semi-‐structured,	   in-‐depth	   phenomenological	  
interviews	   with	   the	   participants.	   A	   semi-‐structured	   interview,	   which	   is	  
neither	   an	   open	   everyday	   conversation	   nor	   a	   closed	   questionnaire,	   was	  
conducted	  to	  guide	  the	   interview	  that	   focuses	  on	  certain	  themes	  and	  that	  
may	   include	   suggested	   questions.	   The	   interview	   is	   designed	   to	   seek	  
understanding	  of	  the	  themes	  of	  the	  lived	  experiences	  from	  the	  participants’	  
own	  perspectives.	  This	  kind	  of	  interview	  is	  trying	  to	  obtain	  a	  description	  of	  
participants’	   lived	   experiences	   with	   respect	   to	   interpretation	   of	   the	  
meaning	  of	  the	  described	  phenomena	  (Kvale	  &	  Brinkman,	  2009,	  p.	  27).	  The	  
questions	  were	  aimed	  at	  the	  participants’	  experiences,	  feelings,	  beliefs,	  and	  
perceptions	  about	  their	  sense	  of	  self	  and	  their	  life	  in	  Iceland.	  	  

In	   designing	   the	   interview,	   I	   purposely	   organized	   the	   questions	   into	  
themes,	   which	   according	   to	   Kvale	   and	   Brinkman	   (2009),	   is	   a	   significant	  
process	  before	  the	  actual	  interview	  -‐	  “thematizing	  refers	  to	  the	  formulation	  
of	   research	   questions	   and	   a	   theoretical	   clarification	   of	   the	   theme	  
investigated”	   (Kvale	   &	   Brinkman,	   2009,	   p.	   105).	   Furthermore,	   Kvale	   and	  
Brinkman	   (2005)	  construct	   the	  key	  questions	  when	  planning	  an	   interview:	  
why,	  to	  clarify	  the	  purpose	  of	  the	  research;	  what,	  to	  obtain	  pre-‐knowledge	  
of	  the	  subject	  matter	  to	  be	  investigated;	  how,	  to	  become	  familiar	  with	  the	  
various	   techniques	   of	   interviewing	   and	   analysing,	   and	   deciding	   which	   to	  
apply	  in	  order	  to	  obtain	  the	  intended	  knowledge	  (Kvale	  &	  Brinkman,	  2009,	  
p.	  105).	  
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The	   interviews	   were	   reciprocal	   in	   which	   both	   researcher	   and	  
participants	   of	   the	   research	   are	   engaged	   in	   the	   dialogue.	   Kvale	   and	  
Brinkman	   (2009)	   explained	   that	   the	   live	   interview	   situation,	   with	   the	  
participants’	   voice	   and	   facial	   expressions	   accompanying	   the	   statements,	  
provides	  a	  richer	  access	  to	  the	  participants’	  meaning.	  After	  the	  interviews,	  
the	   participants	   informed	   me	   that	   by	   answering	   questions	   about	   their	  
personal	  life	  experiences	  had	  in	  fact	  made	  them	  reflect	  on	  their	  current	  life	  
situations	   and	   gave	   them	   new	   perspectives.	   As	   explained	   by	   Kvale	   and	  
Brinkman,	  it	  is	  normal	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  interview	  that	  there	  may	  be	  some	  
tension	  or	  anxiety,	  which	  is	  a	  common	  experience	  after	  an	  interview	  where	  
the	   participants	   have	   experienced	   the	   interview	   as	   genuinely	   enriching,	  
have	   enjoyed	   talking	   expressively	   and	   sometimes	   have	   obtained	   new	  
insights	   into	   important	   aspects	   of	   their	   life	   (Kvale	   &	   Brinkman,	   2009,	   p.	  
129).	  	  

I	   experienced	   that	   the	   duration	   of	   the	   interviews	   and	   the	   questions	  
varied	   from	   one	   participant	   to	   the	   other.	   In	   general,	   each	   interview	   was	  
around	  1	  to	  2	  hours	   long.	  During	  the	   interview,	  I	  sometimes	  asked	  second	  
questions	   to	   clarify	   their	   answers,	   which	   involved	   active	   listening	   -‐	   the	  
interviewer’s	   ability	   to	   listen	   actively	   to	   what	   the	   participants	   say	   and	  
follow	  up	  the	  answers	  by	  asking	  for	  further	  description	  and	  clarification	  of	  
meanings	   (Kvale	   &	   Brinkman,	   2009,	   p.	   138,	   140).	   The	   interview	   was	  
conducted	   on	   the	   narrative	   interview	   approach,	   where	   the	   participants	  
were	   free	   to	   tell	   their	   stories	   of	   their	   accounts.	   The	   stories	   came	   up	  
spontaneously	  during	  the	  interview	  or	  were	  stimulated	  by	  the	  interviewer.	  
Participants	  began	  the	  interview	  by	  telling	  their	  life	  history	  in	  general.	  This	  
approach	  provides	  a	  richer	  version	  of	  the	  events	  and	  experiences	  (Kvale	  &	  
Brinkman,	  2009,	  p.	  153;	  Flick,	  2009,	  p.	  179)	  

6.5 	   Instruments	  

Participants	   completed	   demographic	   and	   personal	   questionnaires	   that	  
gathered	   information	   on	   age,	   ethnic	   background,	   family	   structure,	  
education	   and	   professional	   background	   and	   the	   reason	   for	   migration	   to	  
Iceland.	  In	  addition,	  participants	  were	  asked	  about	  their	  process	  of	  cultural	  
adaptation,	   social	   interactions,	   ethnic	   identity,	   participation	   in	   social	   and	  
educational	  settings	  and	  personal	  goals.	  The	  questionnaires	  and	  interviews	  
were	   all	   conducted	   in	   English	   since	   all	   of	   the	   participants	   were	   more	  
proficient	   in	  English	  rather	   than	   Icelandic.	  Since	  the	   interview	  was	  a	  semi-‐
structured	   type,	   the	   most	   common	   structure	   to	   be	   applied	   was	   the	  
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guideline	   of	   the	   questions	   which	   included	   an	   outline	   of	   the	   topics	   to	   be	  
covered	  and	  suggested	  questions	  (Kvale	  &	  Brinkman,	  2009,	  p.	  130).	  

Personal	   field	   notes	   were	   taken	   during	   and	   after	   each	   interview	   to	  
record	  the	  situations	  and	  interactions	  during	  the	  interviews.	  Field	  notes	  are	  
mental	  notes	  to	  help	  researchers	  remember	  who,	  what,	  why,	  when,	  where,	  
etc.	  and	  may	  be	  taken	  during	  interviews	  or	  immediately	  afterwards	  in	  order	  
to	   record	   key	   word,	   phrases,	   gestures,	   expressions	   and	   actions	   of	   the	  
research	  participants	  (Gibbs,	  2007,	  p.	  27).	  

6.6 	   Data	  Analyses	  

This	  research	  first	  examined	  how	  the	  concept	  of	  cultural	  marginality	  applies	  
to	  Asian	  women	  immigrants	  in	  Iceland.	  Furthermore,	  the	  process	  of	  cultural	  
adaptation	  in	  relation	  to	  their	  ethnic	  identity,	  cultural	  understanding,	  social	  
interactions,	   and	   participations	   in	   social	   and	   educational	   settings	   among	  
Asian	  women	  immigrants	  were	  examined.	  	  

Each	  interview	  was	  recorded	  with	  the	  participants’	  consent	  and	  all	  of	  the	  
interviews	  were	  transcribed	  afterwards.	  I	  also	  took	  field	  notes	  for	  additional	  
information,	   which	   was	   not	   included	   in	   the	   recording.	   I	   read	   each	  
transcription	   several	   times	   in	   order	   to	   obtain	  more	   understanding	   of	   the	  
content,	   and	   organized	   the	   transcription	   into	   different	   topics	   using	  
colouring	   markers.	   The	   topics	   were	   generated	   into	   various	   themes	  
afterwards.	   This	   whole	   process	   is	   usually	   called	   codes	   and	   coding,	   which	  
according	   to	  Gibbs	   (2007)	   refers	   to	  how	  the	  data	  are	  analysed.	   It	   involves	  
identifying	  and	  recording	  one	  or	  more	  passage	  of	  text	  or	  other	  data	   items	  
such	   as	   the	   parts	   of	   pictures	   that	   correlate	   the	   same	   theoretical	   or	  
descriptive	   idea.	  These	  passages	  are	   identified	  and	   linked	  with	  a	  name	  for	  
that	   idea	  –	  the	  code.	  Thus,	  coding	   is	  a	  way	  of	   indexing	  or	  categorizing	  the	  
text	   in	   order	   to	   establish	   a	   framework	   of	   thematic	   ideas	   about	   it	   (Gibbs,	  
2007,	  p.	  38).	  	  

Qualitative	   researchers	   use	   a	   variety	   of	   terms	   to	   refer	   to	   codes	   and	  
coding.	   In	   phenomenological	   analysis,	   a	   term	   that	   is	   used	   for	   codes	   is	  
themes	   (Smith,	   1995;	   King	   1998).	   Codes	   or	   themes	   are	   constructed	   by	  
paying	   special	   attention	   to	   the	   certain	   phenomena	   in	   the	   text	   the	  
researchers	   are	   examining	   (Gibbs,	   2007,	   p.	   46).	   In	   doing	   so,	   I	   applied	   a	  
mixture	  of	  two	  approaches	  in	  generating	  codes	  (themes),	  the	  first	  approach	  
was	   concept-‐driven	   coding	   –	   the	   categories	   or	   concepts	   the	   codes	  
represent	  may	  come	  from	  the	  research	  literature,	  previous	  studies,	  topic	  in	  
the	   interviews,	   hunches	   about	  what	   is	   going	  on	  and	   so	  on.	   This	   approach	  
encourages	  researchers	  to	  build	  up	  a	  list	  of	  key	  thematic	  ideas	  that	  can	  be	  
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taken	  from	  the	  literature	  and	  previous	  research	  but	  also	  can	  be	  generated	  
by	   reading	   through	   some	  of	   the	   transcripts	   and	  other	   documents	   such	   as	  
filed	   notes	   and	   printed	   documents.	   The	   other	   approach	   was	   data-‐driven	  
coding	   or	   open	   coding,	   of	  which	   generating	   codes	  where	   the	   researchers	  
examine	  the	  text	  by	  making	  comparison	  and	  asking	  questions.	  Gibbs	  points	  
out	   that	   the	  role	  of	   the	  researcher	   is	  not	  merely	  an	  observer	  of	   the	  social	  
world,	  but	  also	  a	  part	  of	  the	  same	  world	  (Gibbs,	  2007,	  p.	  44–46,	  50).	  	  

I	  followed	  the	  principles	  explained	  by	  Kvale	  and	  Brinkman	  (2009)	  on	  how	  
to	   analyse	   the	   interviews	   which	   involves	   five	   steps;	   first,	   the	   complete	  
interviews	   were	   read	   through	   to	   get	   a	   sense	   of	   the	   whole.	   Secondly,	   I	  
determined	   the	   natural	   meaning	   of	   the	   text,	   as	   expressed	   by	   the	  
participants.	   Thirdly,	   I	   restated	   the	   themes	   that	   dominated	   the	   text	   as	  
simply	   as	   possible,	   attempting	   to	   thematize	   the	   statements	   from	   the	  
participants’	  points	  of	  view	  as	  I	  understood.	  The	  next	  step	  was	  to	  integrate	  
the	  meaning	  units	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  specific	  purpose	  of	  the	  research	  and	  the	  
last	  step	  was	  to	  tie	  together	  all	  of	  the	  essential	  (no	  redundant)	  themes	  into	  
a	  descriptive	  statement	  (Kvale	  &	  Brinkman,	  2009,	  p.	  206-‐207).	  

Data	  analyses	  were	  a	  challenging	  task	  because	  of	   the	  distinction	  of	   the	  
topics	   was	   sometimes	   not	   easily	   distinguished.	   I	   found	   myself	   at	   times	  
comparing	   the	   participants’	   experiences	   to	   mine	   and	   made	   personal	  
assumptions	  since	  I	  could	  relate	  to	  the	  lived-‐experiences	  of	  the	  participants.	  
Lichtman	  (2010)	  argues	  that	  an	  understanding	  of	  the	  other	  does	  not	  come	  
about	   without	   an	   understanding	   of	   the	   self	   and	   how	   the	   self	   and	   others	  
connect.	   She	   believes	   that	   each	   is	   transformed	   through	   the	   research	  
process.	   The	   self	   shouldn’t	   remain	   outside	   of	   the	   research,	   as	   the	   role	   of	  
the	  researcher	  is	  critical	  to	  the	  work.	  

6.7 	   Limitation	  of	  the	  Research	  

This	   research	   is	   of	   limited	   sample	   and	   small	   number	   of	   participants,	  
therefore	   they	  do	  not	   represent	   the	  population.	  My	  wish	  was	   to	   reach	  as	  
many	  as	  possible	  participants	  from	  different	  countries	  in	  Southeast	  Asia	  but	  
unfortunately	   it	  was	  not	  possible	  since	  there	  were	  not	  many	  women	  from	  
other	  Southeast	  Asian	  countries	  residing	  in	  Iceland	  during	  the	  period	  when	  
the	  research	  was	  conducted.	  Other	  ethnic	  groups	  from	  Asia	  living	  in	  Iceland	  
may	   have	   similar	   cultural	   backgrounds	   and	   demographic,	   however	   their	  
experiences	  may	  be	  comparatively	  different.	  Consequently,	  the	  said	  sample	  
probably	  would	  not	  represent	  the	  actual	  phenomena.	  

Language	   barrier	   was	   also	   considered	   as	   a	   limitation	   in	   this	   research	  
since	   the	   interviews	   were	   conducted	   in	   English,	   which	   was	   neither	   the	  
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mother	   tongue	   of	   the	   participants	   nor	   mine.	   Some	   of	   the	   key	   concepts	  
were	   rather	   challenging	   to	   explain	   and	   the	   proficiency	   level	   of	   English	   of	  
some	   of	   the	   participants	   was	   inadequate	   which	   made	   some	   of	   the	   data	  
incomprehensible	  and	  irrelevant.	  

To	   respect	   participants’	   identity	   and	   privacy,	   some	   parts	   of	   the	  
transcriptions	   were	   deliberately	   not	   included	   as	   they	   might	   disclose	  
participants’	  pesonal	  thoughts,	   feelings	  and	  identity.	  Although	  as	  a	  result	   I	  
was	  unable	  to	  convey	  the	  complexity	  of	  the	  whole	   issues	  as	   I	   intended	  to,	  
nevertheless	   I	   believe	   that	   I	  was	  able	   to	  deliver	   the	  essential	   inference	  of	  
this	  research.	  

6.8 	   Potential	  Ethical	  Issues	  

Consent	  

To	  ensure	  ethical	  research,	  letter	  of	  consent	  was	  obtained	  from	  participants	  
in	  agreement	  to	  participate	  in	  the	  research.	  They	  were	  allowed	  to	  withdraw	  
from	   the	   research	   at	   any	   time.	   The	   participants	   were	   informed	   of	   the	  
purpose	   and	   nature	   of	   the	   research	   and	   how	   the	   research	   would	   be	  
conducted.	   The	   letter	   of	   consent	  was	   explained	   to	   the	  participants	   at	   the	  
beginning	  of	  each	  interview.	  All	  of	  the	  participants	  were	  in	  agreement	  with	  
its	   content	  and	   signed	  2	   copies	  of	   the	   letter	  of	   consent	   (one	   copy	   for	   the	  
participant	  and	  the	  other	  copy	  for	  me).	  	  
	  
Privacy	  and	  Anonymity	  

Anonymity	  to	  all	  of	  the	  participants	  was	  guaranteed	  and	  pseudonyms	  were	  
assigned.	  Two	  of	  the	  participants	  were	  hesitant	  to	  speak	  openly	  about	  their	  
personal	   experiences	   that	   were	   related	   to	   Icelanders	   but	   I	   ensured	   them	  
that	  I	  would	  not	  include	  any	  information	  given	  without	  their	  consents.	  
	  
Confidentiality	  and	  Data	  Interpretation	  

I	   selected	   and	   quoted	   the	   interviews	   carefully	   to	   protect	   participants’	  
personal	   information	  and	   identity.	  Prior	   to	  submission	  of	   the	   final	   result,	   I	  
consulted	  with	  the	  participants	  about	  the	  content	  of	  it	  in	  order	  to	  get	  their	  
approval.	  
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7 Findings:	  Different	  Culture,	  Different	  Way	  of	  Life	  
	  

This	  chapter	  illuminates	  my	  main	  research	  results.	  My	  intention	  is	  to	  convey	  
the	   feelings	   and	   experiences	   of	   the	   women,	   therefore	   I	   use	   direct	  
quotations	  frequently.	  	  

The	  data	  was	  gathered	  from	  six	  women	  from	  Southeast	  Asia	  who	  live	  in	  
Iceland.	   All	   of	   the	   women	   have	   university	   education	   and	   some	   of	   them	  
work	   in	   the	   field	  associated	  with	  their	  education.	  Most	  of	   the	  participants	  
continue	   their	   education	   in	   Iceland.	  Not	   all	   participants	   have	   an	   Icelandic	  
husband.	  I	  find	  it	   interesting	  to	  explore	  this	  fact	  further	  as	  to	  whether	  this	  
has	   an	   impact	   on	   their	   participation	   in	   social	   interactions	  with	   Icelanders	  
and	  involvement	  in	  Icelandic	  cultural	  events	  and	  festivities.	  	  

The	  data	  was	  organized	  into	  different	  topics	  and	  generated	  into	  several	  
themes.	  The	  lived-‐experiences	  of	  the	  participants	  were	  established	  into	  10	  
different	  themes.	  The	  first	  theme	  is	  life	  in	  the	  new	  country,	  which	  explores	  
the	  immigration	  process	  of	  the	  participants	  to	  Iceland,	  the	  purpose	  behind	  
the	   immigration,	   their	  prior	  knowledge	  of	   Iceland	  before	   the	   immigration,	  
preparation	   for	   the	   immigration	   and	   their	   first	   impressions	   of	   Iceland.	  
Process	  of	  adaptation	  is	  the	  second	  theme	  where	  the	  participants	  explained	  
their	  first	  attempt	  of	  adaption	  in	  their	  new	  environment	  and	  whether	  they	  
followed	  and	  celebrated	  Icelandic	  traditional	  events	  and	  festivities.	  Cultural	  
values	   and	   behaviours	   is	   the	   third	   theme	   that	   includes	   participants’	  
perception	  of	  Icelandic	  cultural	  and	  social	  values	  and	  their	  own	  cultural	  and	  
social	   values.	   Their	   experiences	   of	   conflicts	   associated	   with	   cultural	   and	  
social	  values	  and	  their	  approach	  in	  handling	  such	  issues	  are	  also	  described.	  
The	  fourth	  theme	  is	  social	  interaction,	  their	  interaction	  with	  Icelanders	  and	  
their	  social	  surroundings,	  social	   interaction	  with	  other	  foreigners	  and	  their	  
co-‐ethnics.	   Whether	   these	   social	   interactions	   affected	   their	   cultural	  
adaptation,	   sense	   of	   belonging	   and	   their	   motivation	   in	   expanding	   their	  
involvement	   in	  social	  and	  educational	   settings	   in	   Iceland	   is	  also	  discussed.	  
Identity	   is	  the	  fifth	  theme	  in	  this	  chapter.	  Participants’	  personal	  and	  social	  
identity	   is	   explored,	   along	   with	   their	   ethnic	   identity,	   and	   how	   they	  
maintained	   their	   ethnic	   identity	   as	   a	  means	   to	   cope	  with	   a	   variety	   of	   life	  
situations	  in	  Iceland.	  The	  influence	  of	  Icelandic	  social	  and	  cultural	  values	  on	  
their	   attitudes	   and	   their	   efforts	   in	   incorporating	   their	   ethnic	   identity	   into	  
Icelandic	  society	  were	  also	  examined.	  Participants’	  awareness	  of	  perceived	  
stereotypes	   as	   an	   Asian	  woman	   is	   theme	   number	   six.	   The	   stereotypes	   of	  
Asian	  women	  in	  Iceland	  certainly	  have	  an	  impact	  on	  the	  women’s	  daily	  lives	  
and	   how	   they	   conduct	   themselves	   accordingly	   against	   the	   apparent	  
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stereotypes.	  The	  issues	  they	  might	  encounter	  and	  expected	  behaviour	  as	  an	  
Asian	   woman	   were	   also	   scrutinized	   in	   this	   part.	   Theme	   number	   seven	   is	  
about	   Icelandic	   society	   and	   perceived	   treatment.	   This	   theme	   explores	  
perceived	  treatment	  from	  Icelandic	  society	  towards	  participants	  in	  personal	  
and	   professional	   life.	   Participants’	   education	   in	   Iceland	   is	   explored	   in	   the	  
eight	   theme,	   which	   would	   explain	   their	   motivation	   in	   continuing	   their	  
education	   in	   Iceland	   and	   how	   their	   education	   affected	   their	   social	   and	  
professional	   life.	   Language	   education	   is	   the	   ninth	   theme,	   including	  
participants’	   efforts	   to	   acquire	   their	   Icelandic	   skills,	   the	   barriers	   and	  
obstacles	  in	  learning	  Icelandic	  and	  the	  importance	  of	  language	  skill	  in	  their	  
social	  and	  professional	   life.	  The	  last	  theme	  is	  participants’	  future	  visions	  in	  
Iceland,	  their	  visions	  in	  the	  future,	  their	  expectations	  and	  personal	  goals.	  	  

	  
7.1 	   Life	  in	  the	  New	  Country	  	  
Most	   of	   the	   participants	   didn’t	   have	   any	   knowledge	   about	   Iceland	   before	  
coming	  to	  the	  country	  but	  nevertheless	  knew	  about	  the	   location.	  The	  first	  
image	   they	   had	   in	   their	  mind	  was	   a	   country	   full	   of	   ice	   and	   extreme	   cold	  
weather.	  Both	   Ima	  and	  Ella	  were	   laughing	  when	   they	   told	  me	   in	   separate	  
occasions	  about	  the	  moment	  they	  found	  out	  that	  people	  in	  Iceland	  did	  not	  
live	  in	  igloo	  houses	  and	  it	  was	  not	  really	  a	  country	  full	  of	   ice.	  Rione	  voiced	  
the	  same	  misconception	  about	  Iceland	  as	  an	  icy	  country.	  Andy	  knew	  about	  
Iceland	   from	   the	  Miss	  World	   competition,	   “Well	   only	   from	   the	   show,	   the	  
Miss	  World	  from	  Iceland,	  pretty	  women…	  I	  saw	  is	  that	  wow	  beautiful	  lady,	  
so	  just	  excited	  to	  see	  this	  country,	  I	  thought	  this	  everything	  ice.”	  In	  a	  similar	  
tone	  with	  other	  participants,	  Thuy	  had	  no	  knowledge	  about	  Iceland,	  in	  fact	  
she	  had	  never	  heard	  about	  Iceland	  before	  she	  met	  her	  Icelandic	  husband:	  

Before	   I	  met	  my	   husband,	   nothing…	   I	   remember	  when	   I	  met	  
my	   husband	   he	   said	   he's	   from	   Iceland.	   I	   was	   clueless	   where	  
Iceland	  was,	   so	   I	  went	  and	  sort	  of	  went	  and	   looked	  up	   in	   the	  
dictionary	  what's	  the	  translation	  for	  Iceland	  and	  the	  dictionary	  
had	   no	   translation	   for	   Iceland.	   So	   I	   knew	   nothing	   about	   the	  
country.	  Nothing	  at	  all,	  that's	  until	  I	  came	  here.	  

It	   was	   revealed	   during	   the	   interviews	   that	   the	   majority	   of	   the	  
participants	   immigrated	   to	   Iceland	   because	   of	   marriage	   purposes	   or	  
following	   their	   husbands,	   however	   they	   admitted	   that	   it	  was	   not	   entirely	  
their	   decision	   to	   move	   to	   Iceland.	   Andy	   and	   Ima	   were	   both	   in	   a	   long	  
distance	  relationship	  with	  their	  Icelandic	  husbands	  (boyfriends	  at	  that	  time)	  
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before	   moving	   to	   Iceland.	   Andy	   confessed	   that	   she	   agreed	   to	   move	   to	  
Iceland	  knowing	  that	  she	  was	  getting	  married	  and	  wanted	  to	  explore	  new	  
possibilities,	   but	   when	   I	   asked	   her	   if	   it	   was	   her	   decision	   she	   answered	  
vaguely,	  “…	  yes	  and	  no,	   I	  can	  say,	  after	  a	   few	  more	  years	  maybe	   it’s	  not.”	  
Rione	   from	   the	   Philippines	   on	   the	   other	   hand,	   bound	   by	   her	   traditional	  
cultural	  values,	  followed	  her	  Filipino	  husband	  who	  has	  been	  living	  in	  Iceland	  
for	  many	  years,	  shortly	  after	  they	  got	  married:	  

Já...	   because	   the	   reason,	   because	   I	   already	   get	   married,	   you	  
know...	  when	  you	  when	  you	  from	  Philippines,	  or	  Asian	  people,	  
when	   you	  married,	   you	   have	   to	   follow	   your	   husband,	   that	   is	  
the	   culture.	   You	  don’t	  have	   to	  be	   stay	   in	  own	  country.	   That's	  
my	  decision.	  

Thuy	   had	   a	   different	   story.	   She	   decided	   to	   move	   to	   Iceland	   not	   only	  
because	  of	  marriage	  but	  also	  for	  practical	  reasons.	  Being	  a	  foreigner	  in	  the	  
United	   States	   had	   prompted	   Thuy	   and	   her	   husband	   to	   seek	   out	   kinship	  
bonding	   in	   a	   familiar	   environment	   where	   her	   husband’s	   extended	   family	  
resided,	   “I	   decided	   that	   it	   is	   better	   if	   should	   one	   of	   us	   is	   a	   foreigner.	   It's	  
better	   to	  have	  one	  native	  and	  one	   foreigner,	  we	  didn't	  want	   to	  have	   two	  
foreigners	  in	  United	  States.”	  

Unlike	   the	   other	   participants,	   Ella	   and	  Wati	   immigrated	   to	   Iceland	   for	  
different	  purposes	   than	  marriage.	  Ella,	  who	  migrated	   to	   Iceland	  when	  she	  
was	   very	   young,	   had	   a	   tough	   circumstance.	   The	   reason	   for	   her	  migration	  
was	  because	  of	  her	  mother	  who	  came	  to	  Iceland	  for	  work.	  Ella	  remembered	  
how	  difficult	  it	  was	  for	  her	  to	  leave	  the	  Philippines	  that	  the	  only	  necessary	  
preparation	  she	  needed	  was	  preparing	  herself	  to	  leave	  her	  friends	  behind	  in	  
the	  Philippines.	  She	  added	  that	  everything	  was	  out	  of	  her	  hands,	  otherwise	  
she	   would	   not	   have	   left	   the	   Philippines,	   “It’s	   really…	   I	   think	   the	   most	  
preparation	  was	  leaving	  my	  friends	  because	  it	  wasn't	  my	  decision,	  it	  was	  my	  
parents'.	  They	  understand	  it	  why	  I	  had	  to	  go,	  if	  it	  was	  me	  I	  would	  stay.”	  	  

Wati	   was	   23	   years	   old	   when	   she	   arrived	   in	   Iceland,	   as	   an	   exchange	  
student.	   Similar	   to	   other	   participants,	   she	   admitted	   that	   she	   didn’t	   know	  
anything	  about	  Iceland	  except	  the	  geographic	  location.	  Although	  she	  didn’t	  
make	   any	   special	   preparation	   for	   the	   migration,	   she	   confessed	   that	   the	  
prospect	   of	   furthering	   her	   education	   in	   Iceland	   was	   enough	   for	   her	   to	  
mentally	  prepare	  herself	   for	   the	   journey,	  “Mentally	   it	  was	  quite	  exciting.	   I	  
mean	   I	  didn't	  have	  any...	   It	  was	  quite	  an	  easy	  decision	   for	  me	   to	  move	   to	  
Iceland.”	  
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When	   asked	   if	   the	   participants	   had	   any	   special	   preparation	   for	   the	  
immigration,	   they	   admitted	   that	   they	   didn’t	   have	   any,	   but	   some	   of	   them	  
believed	   that	   language	   was	   a	   very	   important	   part	   of	   the	   immigration.	  
Consequently	  they	  made	  an	  effort	  to	  learn	  basic	  Icelandic	  beforehand,	  but	  
they	  learned	  that	  Icelandic	  was	  too	  complicated	  to	  be	  self-‐learned	  and	  the	  
only	   solution	   for	   them	   was	   to	   enrol	   themselves	   immediately	   upon	   their	  
arrival	   to	   Iceland	   into	   the	   language	   school.	  Overall,	   all	   of	   the	   participants	  
did	  not	  significantly	  struggle	  to	  adjust	  to	  the	  new	  culture	  and	  they	  claimed	  
to	  be	  aware	  of	  the	  cultural	  differences	  and	  yet	  were	  eager	  to	  adapt	  to	  their	  
new	   environment.	   I	   was	   interested	   in	   investigating	   what	   was	   the	   major	  
impression	   they	   perceived	   of	   Iceland	   when	   they	   arrived	   to	   the	   country.	  
Rione	   admitted	   that	   she	   was	   rather	   shocked	   with	   the	   behaviour	   of	  
adolescents	  in	  Iceland	  who	  displayed	  public	  affections	  rather	  explicitly:	  

Ja...	  the	  first	  that	  I	  noticed,	  you	  know…	  when	  I	  come	  here,	  then	  
I	  said	  why,	  you	  know	  the	  teenagers	  here	  they	  allow	  to	  kiss,	  you	  
know	  in	  the	  public.	  That's	  the	  only	  time	  when	  I	  came	  the	  only	  
thing	  I	  see.	  They	  are…	  because	  you	  know…	  I	  am...	  culture	  shock	  
because	   in	   the	   Philippines,	   if	   someone	   see	   you	   that	   you	   are	  
kissing	  in	  public,	  it's	  not	  nice,	  you	  know.	  

Andy	  thought	  it	  was	  a	  peculiar	  habit	  of	  Icelanders	  to	  open	  presents	  right	  
away	  after	  they	  were	  being	  given	  at	  birthday	  parties,	  since	  in	  Asian	  culture	  
it	  would	  be	  considered	  disrespectful.	  Even	  though	  some	  of	  the	  participants	  
had	   lived	   in	   a	   Western	   country	   before	   the	   immigration	   to	   Iceland,	   thus	  
were	   familiar	   with	   Western	   culture,	   nevertheless	   they	   admitted	   their	  
surprise	   of	   the	   behaviour	   of	   Icelanders,	   as	   they	   stated,	   “Icelanders	   were	  
different”.	   Ima	   and	   Andy	   expressed	   their	   cultural	   shock	   upon	   their	  
encounters	   with	   Icelanders	   who	   were	   considered	   unfriendly	   and	  
unreceptive	   towards	   foreigners.	   Andy	   illustrated	   her	   disappointment	  
animatedly	  with	  hand	  gestures,	  “When	  we	   first	  came,	   I	   think	   it's	   still	  a	  bit	  
pushing	  away	  right	  because	  I	  heard	  a	  lot	  of	  same	  example.	  For	  once	  people	  
is	  not	  accepted	  that	  easily,	  and	  when	  I	  culture	  shock	  they	  didn't	  greet	  you	  
or	  anything.”	  

Thuy	  remembered	  the	  most	  difficult	  part	  when	  she	  came	  to	  Iceland	  for	  
the	   first	   time	  was	   the	  scarcity	  of	  vegetables.	   In	  many	   immigrant	  societies,	  
food	  is	  the	  main	  ingredient	  in	  life	  for	  an	  immigrant	  in	  a	  foreign	  country	  that	  
still	  connects	  her/him	  to	  the	  country	  they	  leave	  behind.	  Often	  times,	  food	  is	  
the	   only	   way	   to	   nurture	   the	   homesickness	   and	   is	   used	   as	   an	   adaptation	  
tool.	   In	   this	   case,	   for	   Thuy	   vegetables	   were	   the	   biggest	   part	   of	   her	   daily	  
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meal	  and	  the	  lack	  thereof	  did	  not	  go	  unnoticed.	  But	  she	  quickly	  added	  that	  
after	  what	   she	  had	  been	   through	   in	  her	   life,	   no	  matter	  how	   the	   situation	  
would	  be,	  she	  would	  be	  able	  to	  adapt	  herself,	  “I	  am	  very	  adaptable,	  I'll	  live	  
anyway.”	  

Wati	  shared	  her	  experience	  regarding	  the	  cultural	  shock	  upon	  her	  arrival	  
to	   Iceland.	   Everything	   was	   totally	   different	   from	   her	   home	   country,	   the	  
weather,	   the	   place	   and	   the	   culture	   were	   all	   foreign	   to	   her	   and	   she	   was	  
having	   difficulties	   in	   the	   beginning	   to	   adjust	   herself	   to	   her	   new	  
environment,	   “It's	   cultural	   shock,	   weather	   shock	   and	   everything.	   It's	   just,	  
it's	   totally	   different	   place	   to	   live.	   It	  was	   difficult	   in	   in	  many,	  many	  ways.”	  
Since	   Wati	   applied	   for	   a	   work	   permit	   before	   she	   came	   to	   Iceland,	   she	  
immediately	   could	  obtain	  a	   job	  at	  a	   fast-‐food	   restaurant.	  Wati	  mentioned	  
that	   it	   was	   the	   first	   time	   she	   knew	   about	   prejudice	   and	   racism,	   another	  
foreign	   concepts	   for	   her.	   She	   felt	   that	   people	   didn’t	   make	   any	   effort	   to	  
know	   her	   at	   all.	   Her	   co-‐workers,	   who	  were	  mostly	   teenagers	   at	   the	   fast-‐
food	  restaurant	  where	  she	  worked,	  treated	  her	  with	  disrespect:	  

At	   work	   I	   felt	   like…	   people	   just	   you	   know	   before	   they	   know	  
knew	  me	  well	   I	  was	  being	  treated	  sort	  of…	  like	  disrespectfully	  
by	  teenagers	  or	  and	  of	  course	  it	  was	  quite	  visible	  how	  they…	  It	  
was	  quite	  obvious	  how	  they	  looked	  at	  me	  as	  an	  Asian	  woman.	  
Is	  they	  way	  they	  ordered	  me	  around	  and	  they	  didn't	  have	  any	  
interest,	  no	  interest	  whatsoever	  about	  knowing	  me.	  

Ella	  also	  admitted	  similar	  experience	  she	  faced	  with	  Icelandic	  teenagers,	  
her	   schoolmates.	   Socially	   she	   felt	   isolated	   and	   the	   first	   year	   was	   very	  
difficult	   for	   her,	   especially	  when	   she	  was	   in	   the	   10th	   grade	   at	   elementary	  
school.	   Comparing	   her	   situation	   in	   the	   new	   school	   and	   her	   experience	   in	  
the	  Philippines,	  she	  confessed	  that	  it	  was	  a	  difficult	  period	  for	  her.	  She	  did	  
not	   feel	  welcome	   by	   her	   new	   classmates,	  whereas	   in	   the	   Philippines,	   the	  
new	  student	  was	  always	  welcomed	  and	  it	  was	  a	  duty	  for	  the	  other	  students	  
to	   make	   the	   new	   student	   feel	   welcome,	   “Here	   in	   Iceland	   you	   know	   my	  
classmates	   never	   spoke	   to	  me.	   The	   thing	   is	   that	  my	   first	   year	   I	   was	   very	  
like…	  just	  it	  was	  awful.	  I	  didn't	  have	  any	  friends	  really.	  My	  classmates	  didn't	  
really	   talk	   to	   me.”	   When	   I	   asked	   Ella	   about	   her	   first	   impression	   as	   an	  
adolescent	   moving	   to	   a	   completely	   different	   country	   than	   her	   home	  
country,	   she	  mentioned	   that	   she	   had	   an	   idea	   about	   the	  Western	   culture	  
and	  society	  from	  the	  Western	  movies	  she	  watched	  in	  the	  Philippines,	  which	  
she	  described:	  
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Like	  they	  talk	  a	   lot	  and	  they're	  welcoming,	  you	  know	  and	  also	  
they	   can	   be	   bullies	   as	   well	   so	   I	   was	   like	   I	   waited	   for	   what	  
happened	   basically.	   That	   because	   I	   can't…	   it's	   a	   new	   place	   I	  
didn't	  know	  what	  to	  expect,	  so	  I	  just	  expect	  you	  know	  hope	  for	  
the	  best	  basically.	  

7.2 	   Adaptation	  

I	   asked	   participants	   to	   describe	   their	   attempts	   in	   adapting	   themselves	   in	  
their	  new	  environment,	  including	  their	  efforts	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  cultural	  life	  in	  
Iceland	  such	  as	  participating	  in	  Icelandic	  traditional	  and	  cultural	  events.	  The	  
participants’	  responses	  were	  varied,	  Thuy	  mentioned	  that	  her	   immigration	  
to	   United	   States	   before	   migrating	   to	   Iceland	   had	   seemingly	   helped	   her	  
adapt	   to	  her	  new	  environment	   in	   Iceland.	  She	  admitted	   that	   the	  hardship	  
she	  endured	  during	  the	  transition	  prepared	  her	  for	  any	  cultural	  changes	  in	  
her	   life	   later	   on,	   “The	   transition	   from	   Vietnam	   to	   the	   United	   States	  
prepared	  me	  for	  everything	  else.	  It	  doesn't	  matter,	  I'll	  live	  anywhere,	  I	  could	  
do	  anything	  and	  I	  could	  live	  anywhere.”	  

Getting	  to	  know	  the	  society	  was	  one	  of	  the	  adaptation	  processes.	  Wati	  
believed	  that	  mastering	  the	  language	  very	  well	  was	  the	  key	  to	  integrate	  into	  
the	   society	   and	   it	  would	   open	  more	   job	   opportunities.	   She	   also	  made	   an	  
effort	   in	   obtaining	   beneficial	   information	   and	   advice	   from	   people	   in	   her	  
circle	  about	  the	  effective	  ways	  to	  enter	  Icelandic	  society.	  She	  willingly	  made	  
efforts	   to	   integrate	  herself	   in	   Iceland,	   including	   the	  weather.	  She	  playfully	  
informed	  me	  that	  she	  learned	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  cold	  weather	  by	  dressing	  up	  
better	   and	   appropriately	   to	   the	   weather.	   Ella	   professed	   that	   she	   was	  
continuously	  adapting	  herself	  to	  her	  environment.	  But	  similar	  to	  Wati,	  she	  
felt	   that	   getting	   to	   know	   the	   society	   was	   a	   very	   effective	   way	   in	   her	  
adaptation	  process.	  Ella	  was	  working	  at	  a	  nursing	  home	  for	  elderly	  people	  
on	   the	   weekends	   while	   attending	   school.	   Talking	   to	   the	   elderly	   people	  
helped	   her	   understand	   Icelandic	   culture	   and	   history.	   Ella	   learned	   a	   great	  
deal	  from	  the	  elderly	  people	  and	  really	  enjoyed	  the	  interactions	  with	  them	  
who	  in	  return	  treated	  her	  as	  if	  she	  was	  their	  granddaughter.	  	  

Ima	  was	  on	  the	  same	  note	  with	  Wati	  about	  the	  importance	  of	  language.	  
In	  order	  to	  adapt	  to	  her	  new	  environment,	  Ima	  went	  to	  work	  straight	  away	  
after	  her	  migration	  to	  Iceland	  while	  learning	  Icelandic	  at	  a	  language	  school.	  
She	   also	   attempted	   to	   make	   friends,	   both	   with	   Icelanders	   and	   other	  
foreigners.	  Her	  other	  attempt	  in	  her	  adaptation	  process	  was	  learning	  to	  eat	  
Icelandic	   food	   and	   educating	   herself	   about	   Icelandic	   society	   through	   her	  
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husband’s	   family	   and	   her	   Icelandic	   friends.	   She	   came	   to	   terms	   with	   the	  
cultural	  values	  of	  the	  Icelandic	  nation	  and	  embraced	  the	  differences:	  	  

This	   is	   the	   society,	   we	   just	   have	   to	   adapt	   ourselves.	   I	   think	  
that's	   the	  most	   important	   thing	   that	   when	   you	   live	   abroad…	  
away	  from	  home,	  you	  have	  to	  adapt.	  You	  don't	  really	  need	  to	  
assimilate,	   but	   you	   just	   said	   that.	   Add	   that	   to	   the	   things	   that	  
you	   can	   handle	   and	   the	   thing	   that	   you	   think	   is	   not	   nice.	   You	  
just...	  nah...	  don't	  give	  that	  much	  care	  because	  it	  doesn't	  really	  
affect	   you,	   because	   when	   you	   are	   at	   home,	   this	   is	   your	  
surrounding,	   this	   is	  your	  environment.	  When	  you	  are	  outside,	  
you	  just	  have	  to	  learn	  to	  that	  thing.	  You	  have	  to	  be	  ...	  I	  think...	  
more	  like	  chameleon,	  in	  a	  way.	  

Rione	   was	   in	   agreement	   about	   being	   able	   to	   adapt	   to	   her	   new	  
environment.	  She	  claimed	  that	  she	  was	  flexible	  and	  open	  to	  other	  cultures.	  
Her	   effort	   of	   adapting	   herself	   was	   to	   follow	   the	   culture	   of	   the	   country	  
where	   she	   resided,	   either	   in	   her	   home	   country,	   the	   Philippines,	   or	   in	  
Iceland.	   Yet,	   Rione’s	   attempt	   to	   adapt	   to	   Icelandic	   culture	   was	   partially	  
influenced	  by	  her	  husband’s	  opinion	  on	  the	  importance	  in	  incorporating	  the	  
cultural	  values	  of	  the	  host	  country	  (they	  were	  from	  the	  same	  country):	  	  

In	   general…	   I	   don't	   know	  because	   I	   haven't	   started	   to	   learn…	  
and	  my	  husband	  always	  said	  to	  me	  we	  are	  here	  in	  Iceland,	  we	  
have	   to	   follow	   the	   culture,	   the	   Iceland	   culture.	   We	   have	   to	  
forget	  the	  culture	  of	  you	  know	  the	  Philippines	  because	  bringing	  
up	  the	  kids	  here	  is	  really	  good	  but	  if	  for	  example	  if	  you	  want	  to	  
use	  Philippine	  culture	  in	  the	  kids,	  it	  will	  not	  really	  work	  well.	  So	  
I	  just	  follow	  you	  know	  we	  just	  follow	  that...	  Iceland	  culture.	  	  

In	  the	  first	  years	  of	  her	  life	  in	  Iceland,	  Andy	  indicated	  that	  she	  was	  slowly	  
developing	   the	   stages	  of	  her	   adaptation	   in	   Iceland.	   The	   first	   3	   years	  were	  
crucial	  for	  her	  as	  she	  began	  her	  adaptation.	  Andy	  also	  claimed	  that	  she	  was	  
able	  to	  adapt	  herself	  easily	  because	  of	  the	  nature	  of	  her	  character:	  

I	   am	   I	   am	   more	   like	   adapter	   I	   guess,	   because	   I	   can	   adapt	  
environment	   easily	   kind	   of	   people.	   So...	   also	   of	   course	   of	  my	  
character,	   I	   am	   more	   open	   I	   think	   cause	   I	   used	   to	   stay	   in	  
overseas	  so	  it's	  ok	  for	  me.	  
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Mirroring	   the	  opinions	  of	  Rione	  and	   Ima,	  Andy	   also	   felt	   that	   accepting	  
Icelandic	  cultural	  values	  was	  the	  key	  point,	  even	  though	  they	  might	  not	  be	  
ideally	   suitable	   for	   herself	   personally,	   “I	   always	   like	   new	   stuff,	   so	   every	  
culture	  just	  give	  me	  a	  new	  thing	  to	  learn	  and	  explore.	  I	  think	  it's	  ok	  but	  of	  
course	   there's	   always	   one	   or	   two	  minor	   you	   know	   culture	   you	  might	   not	  
really	  accept.”	  

I	   was	   curious	   to	   find	   out	   about	   participants’	   opinion	   of	   Icelandic	  
traditional	  and	  cultural	  events.	  I	  asked	  them	  whether	  they	  were	  taking	  part	  
in	   celebrating	   those	   events.	   Thuy	   reported	   to	   have	   always	   celebrated	   the	  
usual	   Christian	   and	   Icelandic	   traditional	   celebrations	   because	   of	   her	  
husband’s	  family.	  Not	  being	  a	  religious	  person,	  Thuy	  added	  that	  she	  did	  not	  
mind	  at	  all	  celebrating	  the	  Christian	  traditions	  since	  they	  did	  not	  resonate	  
to	   her	   as	   having	   religious	   meaning.	   Being	   brought	   up	   as	   a	   Muslim,	   Ima	  
found	  it	  interesting	  to	  observe	  the	  Christian	  traditions	  in	  Iceland	  because	  in	  
Singapore,	  her	  home	  country	  was	  different	  and	  not	  all	  Christian	   festivities	  
were	   celebrated.	   Because	   her	   husband	   is	   a	   Christian,	   Ima	   took	   turns	   to	  
celebrate	  both	  the	  religious	  traditions,	  Islam	  and	  Christian.	  

Wati	  and	  Ella	  were	  on	  the	  same	  page,	  as	  they	  did	  not	  celebrate	  Icelandic	  
traditional	  and	  cultural	  events.	  Wati	  shook	  her	  head	  when	  she	  told	  me	  that	  
she	  didn’t	  really	  take	  any	  interest	  in	  the	  Icelandic	  traditions	  and	  claimed	  to	  
not	   have	   time	   to	   learn	   about	   the	   cultural	   events.	   Perhaps	   the	   reason	   for	  
that	  is	  because	  her	  husband	  is	  not	  Icelandic	  and	  her	  religious	  background	  is	  
Muslim.	  Ella	  mentioned	  that	  she	  only	  participated	  (not	  celebrated)	  in	  most	  
common	   Icelandic	   cultural	   events,	   of	   which	   her	   son	   took	   part	   at	   the	  
preschool	   such	   as	   sprengidagur,	   bolludagur	   and	   öskudagur,	   although	   she	  
started	   celebrating	   þorláksmessa	   on	   23rd	   of	   December,	   but	   only	   recently.	  
Ella	   did	   not	   see	   herself	   as	   a	   religious	   person,	   thus	   even	   though	   she	   still	  
celebrated	  Christmas,	  she	  refused	  to	  call	  it	  Christmas	  and	  opted	  to	  use	  the	  
term	  winter	  celebration	  instead.	  Rione,	  whose	  husband	  is	  not	  Icelandic,	  did	  
not	   celebrate	   Icelandic	   traditions,	   only	   the	   Christian	   celebrations	   such	   as	  
Christmas	   and	   Easter.	   This	   situation	   might	   not	   be	   surprising	   since	   both	  
Rione	   and	   her	   husband	   are	   Filipino.	   Having	   an	   Icelandic	   husband	   is	   not	   a	  
guarantee	  in	  the	  traditional	  and	  cultural	  events	  participation,	  because	  Andy	  
did	   not	   celebrate	   Icelandic	   traditional	   events	   either	   despite	   having	   an	  
Icelandic	  husband.	  Andy’s	  husband	  was	  more	  involved	  in	  Chinese	  traditions	  
rather	  than	  his	  own	  cultural	  traditions.	  
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7.3 	   Cultural	  Values	  and	  Behaviours	  

Albeit	   coming	   from	   different	   countries,	   all	   of	   the	   participants	   shared	   a	  
common	  core	  even	  though	  each	  distinct	  Asian	  culture	  has	  a	  different	  set	  of	  
values.	  Almost	  all	  of	   the	  participants	  still	  maintained	  their	  original	  cultural	  
values,	   which	   are	   very	   much	   intertwined.	   Particular	   value	   of	   respect,	  
especially	  to	  the	  elderly,	  whether	  they	  are	  related	  or	  not	  within	  the	  family	  
structure,	   is	   the	  most	   common	   trait	   that	   the	  participants	   share	   and	   value	  
highly.	   The	   participants	   found	   the	   lack	   thereof	   disturbing	   in	   Icelandic	  
society.	  

Andy	  was	  unhappy	  with	  the	  ethical	  and	  morality	  side	  of	  the	  youngsters	  
in	   Iceland	  who	  she	  considered	  to	  be	  rude	  and	  disrespectful	   towards	  other	  
people,	   especially	   the	   elderly.	   In	   her	   opinion,	   the	   youngsters	   were	   self-‐
centred:	  

I	  mean	  in	  general,	  like	  the	  whole	  country	  culture,	  right.	  It's	  like	  
I	  can	  see	  especially	  from	  the	  ethical	  and	  morality	  especially	  the	  
youngster	   nowadays,	   there's	   no	   respect	   for	   anything	   or	   they	  
don't	   think	   more	   or…	   they	   don't	   think	   more	   about	   other	  
people,	  they're	  very	  self-‐centered.	  This	  is	  what	  I	  saw.	  

Respect	   was	   also	   a	   very	   important	   core	   value	   for	   Ima.	   She	   found	   it	  
disrespectful	  when	  people	  call	  each	  other	  not	  by	  their	  name	  or	  salutations	  
as	  what	   is	   normally	  done	   in	  Asia,	   especially	  when	   small	   children	  used	   the	  
word	  heyrðu	  (hey)	  to	  address	  someone	  instead	  of	  using	  the	  person’s	  name:	  

I	   mean...	   for	   me	   it's	   when	   the	   kids	   call	   you	   heyrðu,	   that	   is	  
disrespectful.	  I'd	  rather	  have	  them	  call	  me	  by	  name	  rather	  than	  
heyrðu.	   So	   I	   know	   like	   in	   Singapore	   we	   always	   call...	   in	   the	  
Malay	  culture	  we	  normally	  call	  uncle	  or	  aunty	  and	  the	  name	  or	  
grandma	   something.	   But	   here	   among	   the	   Icelandic	   people,	   I	  
just	  have	  them	  do	  what	  the	  Icelandic	  people	  do	  by	  calling	  their	  
name,	  the	  first	  name	  instead	  of	  saying	  heyrðu.	  

Thuy	   voiced	   her	   agreement	   with	   the	   other	   participants	   about	   the	  
behaviour	  of	  teenagers	  in	  Iceland.	  She	  too	  felt	  that	  the	  teenagers	  in	  Iceland	  
were	   lacking	   a	   sense	   of	   respect	   for	   the	   elderly.	   She	   admitted	   to	   having	  
struggled	   between	   her	   own	   cultural	   values	   and	   Icelandic	   values	   in	   raising	  
her	   teenage	   child.	   She	   considered	   Icelandic	   teenagers	   to	   have	   too	   much	  
freedom	  at	  hand	  and	  to	  be	  lacking	  in	  boundaries.	  Respect	  for	  the	  elderly	  is	  
one	  of	  the	  most	   important	  values	   in	  Vietnamese	  culture,	   including	  respect	  
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for	  teachers,	  which	  was	  still	  held	  highly	  by	  Thuy.	  Correspondingly,	  Wati	  was	  
also	   shocked	   to	   learn	   the	   behaviour	   of	   Icelandic	   children.	   She	   considered	  
them	   to	   be	   rude	   and	   inappropriate.	   In	   her	   opinion,	   young	   people	   should	  
talk	  to	  the	  elderly	  with	  respect	  and	  use	  proper	  language,	  moreover	  restrain	  
themselves	   to	   talk	   back	   or	   argue	   with	   the	   elderly.	   Wati	   described	   her	  
experience	  when	  she	  was	  working	  in	  a	  preschool	  where	  very	  young	  children	  
behaved	  poorly	  in	  her	  opinion:	  

I	  find	  it	  I	  found	  it	  really	  eh…	  I	  found	  it	  really	  strange	  when	  just	  
one	   kid	   you	   know	  when	   I	   was	   working	   in	   the	   preschool,	   the	  
kids	   just	   talked	   to	   me	   openly	   and	   without	   any	   respect	   at	   all	  
when	   they're,	   for	   example	  when	   they	   disagree	  with	  me.	   I	   as	  
somebody	   who	   look	   up	   as	   their	   caretaker,	   they	   just	   express	  
their	  opinion	  in	  such	  an	  open	  way,	  tend	  to	  be	  rude	  and	  that's	  
for	   an	   Indonesian	   person	   like	   me	   who	   have	   who	   came	   from	  
different	   background,	   culture	   background	   that	   was	   quite	  
shock.	   While	   in	   Indonesia	   children	   tended	   to	   be	   much	   more	  
careful	  to	  express	  their	  opinion,	  to	  express	  their	  disagreement	  
with	  adults	  that	  that's	  one	  more	  thing	  like	  example.	  	  

In	  contrast	  to	  the	  other	  participants,	  Ella,	  the	  youngest	  participant	  who	  
came	  to	  Iceland	  when	  she	  was	  an	  adolescent,	  had	  a	  different	  opinion	  about	  
how	  children	  should	  talk	  to	  older	  people.	  Having	  an	  unpleasant	  experience	  
with	  her	  own	   father	  when	   she	  was	   still	   living	   in	   the	  Philippines	  prompted	  
her	   to	   believe	   that	   children	   should	   be	   allowed	   to	   express	   their	   opinion	  
freely.	   The	   experience	   left	   Ella	   determined	   to	   do	   things	   differently	   from	  
what	   her	   parents	   did	   according	   to	   the	   norm	   in	   the	   Philippines	   and	   other	  
Asian	   cultures	   where	   the	   children	   are	   not	   supposed	   to	   talk	   back	   to	   their	  
parents:	  

Until	  now	  I	  carry	  that	  memory	  and	  I	  think	  having	  a	  kid	  now,	  for	  
my	  kid	  I	  want	  him	  to	  talk	  to	  me.	  I	  really	  want	  him	  to	  talk	  to	  me	  
like	  my	  parents	  never	  did.	   I	   really	  want	  my	  kid	   to	  really…	  you	  
know…	  whenever	   he's	   really	  mad,	   I	  want	   him	   to	   tell	  me	  why	  
you	  know.	  Because	   in	   the	  Philippines	   if	   your	  parents	  are	  mad	  
you're	  not	  supposed	  to	  talk	  to	  them	  because	  they're	  mad,	  you	  
know.	   That's	   one	   thing	   that	   I	   experienced,	   that	   I	   wanna	  
change.	  
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Ensuing	  the	  Asian	  ethical	  and	  moral	  values,	  Ima	  and	  Andy	  concurred	  that	  
they	   wanted	   to	   raise	   their	   children	   according	   to	   the	   Asian	   values	   and	  
experiences	  they	  grew	  up	  with.	   Ima	  explained	  that	  she	  disagreed	  with	  the	  
Icelandic	   values	   of	   premarital	   sexual	   conduct	   and	   having	   children	   out	   of	  
marriage,	   and	   asserted	   her	   determination	   to	   educate	   her	   own	   children	  
accordingly.	   Even	   though	   Andy	   didn’t	   have	   any	   children	   yet,	   she	  made	   it	  
clear	  how	  she	  envisioned	  raising	  her	  children	  by	  planting	  good	  Asian	  values:	  

We	  are	  even	  more	  determined	  now,	   like	  we	  will	   not	  brought	  
up	  our	  kid	  in	  the	  same	  way	  as	  what	  they	  did	  before	  and	  we	  will	  
not	   change	   ourselves	   from	   a	   good	   morality	   to	   another	   you	  
know.	  That	   is	  not	  so	  being	  respected	  and	  stereotyped.	   I	   think	  
this	   what	   impact	   on	   us.	   I	   think	   I	   am	   even	   tougher	   now	   the	  
stand	   still	   on	   your	   opinion.	   I	   think	   we	   still	   have	   a	   very	   good	  
value	  in	  culture,	  at	  least	  ethical	  wise,	  morality	  wise.	  

Despite	  the	  cultural	  disputes	  that	  most	  participants	  acknowledged,	  they	  
admitted	  that	  not	  all	   Icelandic	  values	  were	  bad.	   Ima	  remarked	  that	  not	  all	  
Icelandic	   values	  were	   liberal	   in	   a	  negative	  way	  but	   also	   in	   a	  positive	  way,	  
“The	  good	  ones…	  the	  good	  ones	  like	  for	  example	  over	  here	  we're	  very	  open	  
about	   the	  gays,	   the	   lesbians,	  homosexual,	  we're	  very	  open	  here.	  So...	  and	  
my	   thinking	   is	   that	   why	   not	   support	   them,	   they're	   not	   doing	   anything	  
wrong.”	   Ima	   also	   emphasized	   her	   appreciation	   on	   the	   freedom	   and	  
independence	  of	  children	  in	  Iceland	  where	  children	  are	  allowed	  to	  develop	  
as	   children,	   unlike	   in	   Singapore	  where	   the	   system	   is	  more	   structured	   and	  
children	   are	   expected	   to	   study	   hard	   from	   a	   very	   young	   age.	   The	   same	  
impression	   applied	   to	   Rione,	  who	   is	   a	   religious	   Catholic.	   Even	   though	   she	  
didn’t	   agree	  with	   the	  Western	   cultural	   values,	  which	  were	  more	   liberal	   in	  
terms	   of	   sexual	   conduct	   at	   a	   young	   age,	   Rione	   praised	   the	   independence	  
among	   the	   young	   generation	   in	   Iceland,	   in	   terms	   of	   being	   able	   to	   live	  
independently	   from	   the	   parents	   by	   the	   time	   they	   reach	   18	   years	   of	   age,	  
unlike	   the	   prevalent	   phenomenon	   in	   the	   Philippines	   where	   young	   adults	  
still	  live	  with	  their	  parents.	  

For	  Wati,	  there	  were	  a	  few	  Icelandic	  cultural	  values	  that	  she	  could	  finally	  
accept	   and	   they	   had	   changed	   her	   point	   of	   view.	   Sexual	   conduct	   before	  
marriage	   and	   alcohol	   consumption	   was	   considered	   taboo	   in	   her	   home	  
country,	   especially	   in	   the	   Muslim	   community	   where	   she	   grew	   up.	   After	  
living	   in	   Iceland	   and	   dealing	   with	   the	   issues	   first	   hand,	   Wati	   considered	  
herself	   to	   be	   much	   more	   tolerant	   and	   flexible	   and	   did	   not	   perceive	   the	  
conduct	   as	   negative	   anymore.	   Icelandic	   cultural	   values	   had	   also	   shaped	  
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Wati’s	  opinions	  and	  attitudes	  to	  the	  point	  that	  she	  perceived	  herself	  more	  
as	  a	  Westerner	  than	  an	  Asian.	  She	  was	  able	  to	  discuss	  sensitive	  issues	  such	  
as	  sex	  openly	  with	  her	  young	  daughters	  which	  she	  assured	  me	  could	  never	  
happen	  in	  Indonesia,	  since	  such	  topic	  was	  considered	  taboo	  and	  off	   limits,	  
especially	  for	  young	  children.	  Despite	  the	  fact	  that	  Wati	  declared	  herself	  to	  
be	   much	   more	   tolerant	   and	   open-‐minded,	   Wati	   admitted	   that	   she	   was	  
challenged	  by	  some	  of	  the	  values	  that	  created	  internal	  conflicts:	  

And	   also	   sex	   before	   marriage	   you	   know	   as	   parent	   now.	   I	   as	  
somebody	  who	  grew	  up	  in	  Indonesia,	  I	  have	  this	  conflict	  in	  my	  
heart	  how	   I	  would	   raise	  my	   children.	  Whether	   it	   pays	  on	   this	  
Icelandic	   culture	   but	   it	   pays	   in	   Indonesian	   culture	   and	   that	  
involves	  on	  how	  do	  you,	  for	  example	  you	  know	  let	  them	  to	  be	  
independent	  like	  this	  having	  you	  know	  sex	  before	  marriage,	  or	  
you	  know	  when	  you	  can	  actually…	  let	  them	  to	  be	  independent	  
and	   then	   that's	   actually	   kinda	   the	   Icelandic	   culture	  which	  has	  
impact	  in	  shaping	  my	  opinion	  about	  my	  personal	  life,	  about	  my	  
point	  of	  views,	  about	  lots	  of	  things.	  

Wati	  was	  also	  receptive	  of	  the	  sense	  of	  individualism	  and	  independence	  
in	   the	   Icelandic	   society,	   which	   she	   considered	   to	   be	   good	   values.	   These	  
values	   were	   different	   from	   the	   cultural	   values	   she	   grew	   up	   with,	   which	  
were	  the	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  the	  larger	  group	  and	  responsibility	  towards	  
each	  other.	  In	  the	  end	  she	  reflected	  changes	  in	  her	  behaviour	  and	  attitude	  
as	  well:	  

The	   Icelandic	   culture	   and	   value	   yes	   from	   this	   society	   I	   have	  
learned	   few	  some	  good	  values	   like	  how	  to	  be	  much	  more	   for	  
example	   respectful	   you	   know	   toward	   other	   people,	   private	  
lives.	   I	  become	   less	   sensitive	   like	   I	   am	  more	   in	  a	  position	  you	  
know	  mind	  my	  own	  business	   and	   I	   am	  much	  more	   individual	  
now.	  Also	  for	  example	  what	  I	  mean…	  I	  am	  much	  more	  tolerant	  
now,	   for	   example	   I	   don't	   really	   mind	   for	   example	   the	   little	  
children	   talk	   very	   openly	   to	   me	   you	   know…	   or	   a	   little	   bit	   in	  
what	   in	   my	   country	   consider	   to	   be	   disrespectful.	   Here	   is	  
something	  normal	  so	  I	  am	  much	  more	  tolerant	  to	  that.	  I	  don’t	  
take	  it	  personally	  anymore.	  And	  also	  for	  example	  in	  a	  sense	  of	  
for	   example	   everything	   in	   Indonesia,	   everything	   has	   to	   be	  
secretive	  because	  we	  have	  to	  respect	  other	  feelings	  and	  bla	  bla	  
bla	  but	  here	  for	  example	  when	  people	  like	  that	  they	  show	  their	  
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clear	   intention	  to	  keep	  to	  not	   invite	  me	  to	  become…	  one	  part	  
of	  the	  society.	   I	  am	  more	   like…	  ok	   it's	  your	  business,	   I	  am	  not	  
offended	  at	  all,	  so	  I	  am	  much	  more	  relaxed.	  

Speaking	  about	  independence,	  Ella	  felt	  that	  Iceland	  offered	  much	  more	  
opportunities	   compared	   to	   the	   Philippines.	   She	   praised	   the	   values	   of	  
freedom	  and	  independence	  in	  Iceland,	  the	  values	  she	  found	  very	  important	  
in	  her	  life.	  In	  the	  Philippines	  people	  were	  more	  restricted	  and	  had	  to	  follow	  
instructions:	  

I	   think	   that	   Iceland	   here,	   I	   mean	   they	   want	   you	   to	   be	  
independent	  and	  they	  really	  like	  that	  and	  I	  wish	  I	  could've	  have	  
been	  like	  	  brought	   up	   in	   that	   kind	   of	   environment	   because	   in	  
the	   Philippines	   you	   have	   to	   be	   always	   dependent	   on	   your	  
parents,	   dependent	   on	   the	   people	   above	   you,	   the	   teachers,	  
you	   know.	   You	   always	   have	   to	   follow	   them,	   wait	   for	   the	  
instructions	   and	   do	   them.	   Here	   in	   Iceland,	   they	   give	   you	  
instructions	   and	   you	   are	   you.	   There's	   a	   lot	   of	   freedom	   you	  
know.	  	  

However,	   Thuy	   who	   spent	   most	   of	   her	   life	   in	   Western	   society	   and	  
culture	   still	   felt	   conflicted	   from	   time	   to	   time.	   Individualism	   and	   individual	  
freedom	  in	  some	  way	  contradicted	  her	  original	  cultural	  values	  where	  each	  
individual	  is	  a	  part	  of	  the	  larger	  society	  and	  every	  action	  will	  affect	  the	  rest	  
of	   the	   group	   and	   other	   individuals.	   Thuy	   felt	   that	   she	   could	   never	   act	  
independently	   from	   others	   and	   vice	   versa,	   other	   people’s	   actions	   would	  
always	   affect	   her	   in	   some	  way	   as	   she	  was	   always	   be	   a	   part	   of	   the	  whole	  
(society).	  Another	  example	  of	  individualism	  that	  affected	  Thuy	  a	  great	  deal	  
was	   when	   her	   father	   passed	   away	   and	   no	   one	   from	   her	   previous	   work	  
actually	   showed	   any	   personal	   support.	   She	   found	   this	   unusual	   since	   from	  
her	   experience,	   the	  workplace	  would	   normally	   send	   flowers	   or	   a	   card.	  As	  
Thuy	  explained	  earlier,	  she	  did	  not	  realize	  the	  great	  extent	  of	  individualism	  
in	  Iceland	  until	  she	  experienced	  a	  personal	  loss:	  

This	  kind	  of	  thing	  you	  didn't	  pick	  up	  until	   later	  on,	  you	  say	  oh	  
you	   know	  when	   somebody	   in	   the	   company	  when	   the	   parent	  
when	   somebody	   miss	   their	   parent	   the	   company	   would	   send	  
flowers	  a	  card	  but	  here	  nothing	  as	  for	  why	  on	  earth	  you	  don't	  
get	  anything	  for	  example	  you	  know.	  
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Ella	  also	  found	  that	  her	  attitude	  changed	  regarding	  a	  sense	  of	  belonging	  
and	   responsibility	   to	   the	   larger	   group	   or	   family.	   She	   tried	   to	   balance	   her	  
cultural	  values	  as	  a	  Filipino	  and	  Icelandic	  values	  by	  selecting	  specifically	  “the	  
good	  stuff	  from	  both	  so	  not	  too	  independent	  but	  not	  too	  interdependent”.	  
She	  acknowledged	  that	  she	  would	  always	  be	  a	  Filipino,	  as	  to	  always	  being	  
considerate	  of	  other	  people’s	  opinions	  around	  her.	  Furthermore,	  coming	  to	  
Iceland	  as	  an	  adolescent	  significantly	  had	  changed	  Ella’s	  attitudes	  towards	  
her	  own	  cultural	  heritage	  and	  Icelandic	  values.	  She	  regulated	  both	  cultural	  
values	   using	   her	   own	   judgment	   to	   choose	   which	   was	   applicable	   into	   her	  
own	   personal	   life.	   Ella	   proudly	   proclaimed	   in	   making	   her	   own	   culture,	   a	  
combination	  of	  both	  Icelandic	  and	  Filipino	  values:	  

I	  take	  some	  values	  from	  the	  Icelandic	  and	  the	  Filipinos	  society	  
and	  put	   it	   on	  my…	  you	   know	  kind	  of	   like	  mix	   and	  match	   you	  
know	  what	  I	  mean	  and	  have	  a	  big	  peculiar	  culture	  of	  my	  own.	  I	  
like	  it.	  I	  am	  making	  my	  own	  culture.	  

In	   an	   attempt	   to	   create	   her	   own	   culture,	   Ella	   did	   not	   follow	   the	  
traditional	  norms,	  neither	  Icelandic	  nor	  Filipino.	  She	  did	  not	  baptize	  her	  son	  
and	   she	   did	   not	   get	   married	   either.	   In	   her	   opinion,	   it	   was	   her	   way	   of	  
proclaiming	  her	  independence	  as	  an	  individual,	  “I	  think	  that's	  just	  that	  value	  
of	  being	  independent	  and	  being	  you	  know	  in	  charge	  of	  your	  own	  life.	  I	  think	  
that's	  the	  one	  value	  that	  I	  like.”	  But	  in	  doing	  so,	  she	  admitted	  she	  received	  
much	  criticism	  both	  from	  her	  Filipino	  families	  and	  Icelandic	  friends.	  She	  was	  
accused	   by	   her	   Filipino	   families	   of	   being	   no	   longer	   a	   Filipino,	   she	   had	  
become	   “too	   Icelandic”	   and	   of	   being	   frek	   (rebellious),	   which	   she	   did	   not	  
oppose	  as	  she	  claimed	  (in	  her	  defense)	  that	  people	  could	  not	  stay	  the	  same	  
especially	   after	   being	   exposed	   to	   different	   cultures.	   In	   the	   end,	   Ella	  
mentioned	  that	   the	  best	  way	   is	   to	  have	  an	  open	  mind,	  especially	  because	  
she	   came	   here	   as	   an	   adolescent,	   “In	   general	   I	   think	   you	   have	   to	   be	   very	  
open.	  You	  have	  to	  be	  very	  open	  to	  like	  it	  here.	  It	  doesn't	  just	  come	  naturally	  
like	  especially	  if	  you	  are	  a	  kid	  coming	  here.”	  

	  
7.4 	   Social	  Interactions	  	  
In	   this	   part,	   I	   investigated	   participants’	   social	   interactions	  with	   Icelanders	  
and	   their	   social	   surroundings,	  with	  other	   foreigners	  and	   their	  co-‐ethnics.	   I	  
would	   like	   to	   find	   out	   whether	   these	   social	   interactions	   affected	   their	  
cultural	   adaptation,	   sense	  of	   belonging	   and	   their	  motivation	   in	   expanding	  
their	  involvement	  in	  social	  and	  educational	  settings	  in	  Iceland.	  	  
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Social	  Interactions	  with	  Icelanders	  and	  Society	  

In	  general,	  most	  of	   the	  participants	   reported	  that	   they	  did	  not	  experience	  
any	   significant	   issues	   interacting	  with	   Icelanders.	   They	   admitted	   that	   they	  
had	  good	  contact	  with	  Icelanders	  at	  their	  workplace	  or	  social	  environments.	  
Andy	   claimed	   that	   her	   best	   friend	  was	   in	   fact	   Icelandic,	   the	   same	  as	   Ima.	  
She	  managed	  to	  maintain	  a	  close	  relationship	  with	  an	  Icelander	  whom	  she	  
met	  when	  she	  first	  moved	  to	  Iceland,	  who	  now	  became	  her	  best	  friend.	  She	  
also	  formed	  a	  saumaklúbbur	  (sewing	  club)	  with	  her	  former	  classmates	  from	  
university	   where	   they	   usually	   meet	   every	   month.	   Ima	   also	   has	   a	   good	  
relation	  with	  her	  co-‐workers	  and	  they	  have	  a	  frequent	  night	  outing.	  Rione	  
also	  managed	  to	  establish	  a	  good	  friendship	  with	  Icelanders.	  She	  explained	  
that	   aside	   from	   her	   Icelandic	   friends,	   she	   interacted	   as	   well	   with	   her	  
Icelandic	  co-‐workers	  outside	  of	  work.	  

Thuy	   on	   the	   contrary,	   who	   is	   very	   active	   in	   social	   settings,	   being	   a	  
member	   of	   a	   few	  organizations	   in	   various	   fields	   related	   to	   education	   and	  
social	   affairs,	   most	   of	   the	   time	   placed	   her	   as	   the	   only	   foreigner	   on	   the	  
board.	   Thuy	   did	   not	   socialize	   very	   often	   with	   Icelanders	   outside	   of	   her	  
professional	   circles	   even	   though	   having	   a	   few	   Icelandic	   friends.	   The	   only	  
Icelanders	  whom	  she	  had	  regular	  contact	  with	  were	  her	  husband’s	   family.	  
She	  claimed	  that	  she	  did	  try	  to	  make	  an	  attempt	  to	  establish	  contact	  with	  
her	   Icelandic	   co-‐workers	   during	   the	   first	   years,	   but	   after	   receiving	  
unwelcomed	  responses,	  she	  merely	  stopped.	  

Wati	  voiced	  her	  opinion	  that	  it	  was	  vital	  to	  establish	  contacts	  with	  social	  
environments,	  as	  Wati	  mentioned	  that	  she	  was	  a	  social	  person	  and	  claimed	  
that	   as	   human	   we	   could	   not	   live	   by	   ourselves,	   thus	   we	   needed	   people	  
around	  us.	  More	  importantly,	  as	  she	  explained,	  as	  an	  immigrant	  living	  in	  a	  
foreign	  country,	  we	  need	  to	  have	  contact	  with	  local	  people	  around	  us,	  not	  
merely	  for	  social	  purposes	  but	  also	  to	  help	  us	  to	  be	  better	  informed	  about	  
the	  current	  situation	  in	  Iceland.	  Ella	  endorsed	  Wati’s	  opinion	  as	  she	  stated	  
that	  as	  an	  immigrant	  we	  relied	  partly	  on	  the	  society,	  especially	  if	  we	  wanted	  
to	  integrate	  into	  the	  society	  and	  live	  in	  Iceland	  for	  a	  long	  period	  of	  time:	  

Because	   if	   you're	  an	   immigrant	  and	  you're	   just	  almost	  always	  
alone	   you	  never	   get	   to	   like	   really…	  unless	   you	   read	   a	   lot	   and	  
you	  talk	  online	  to	  a	  lot	  of	  people.	  I	  think	  that's	  ok	  but	  you're	  in	  
no	  physical	  contact	  with	  the	  society	  here,	  you	  can	  never	  really	  
like	   adjust	   to	   them	   if	   you	   don't	   have	   physical	   contact	   and	  
social.	  
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Although	  Wati	   and	   Ella	   admitted	   the	   importance	   of	  maintaining	   social	  
interactions	  with	  Icelanders	  and	  social	  environments,	  neither	  of	  them	  had	  a	  
significant	   number	   of	   Icelandic	   friends.	   Wati	   interacted	   socially	   with	   her	  
former	   co-‐workers	   a	   couple	  of	   times	  a	   year,	   but	  other	   than	   that	   she	  only	  
interacted	  with	  Icelanders	  through	  sport	  activities	  that	  she	  attended,	  which	  
she	   commented	   was	   superficial.	   The	   Icelanders	   with	   whom	   Wati	   mostly	  
communicated	  were	  her	  former-‐in-‐laws	  from	  when	  she	  was	  married	  to	  her	  
former	   Icelandic	   husband.	   But	   from	   her	   experience,	   she	   learned	   to	   be	  
cautious	  in	  expressing	  her	  opinions	  and	  not	  to	  reveal	  personal	  matters	  even	  
though	  she	  considered	  them	  family,	  where	  in	  her	  home	  country	  it	  would	  be	  
considered	  appropriate	  and	  customary	  to	  have	  intimate	  contact	  with	  the	  in-‐
laws.	   She	   blamed	   no	   one	   but	   cultural	   differences.	   Ella	   who	  was	   active	   in	  
dance	   workshops	   confessed	   that	   she	   did	   not	   interact	   with	   her	   Icelandic	  
peers	   at	   the	   dance	   class	   either.	   It	   was	   purely	   based	   on	   a	   formal	   and	  
professional	  level	  as	  part	  of	  a	  dance	  group.	  Her	  Icelandic	  friends	  whom	  she	  
considered	   within	   her	   close	   circle	   were	   the	   ones	   who	   had	   been	   living	  
abroad	  and	  had	  more	  in	  common,	  “they	  are	  more	  international”	  as	  she	  put	  
it.	  	  

Most	  participants,	  except	  Rione,	  felt	  that	  they	  could	  not	  establish	  good	  
contact	  with	   their	   social	   surroundings,	   for	  example	   their	  neighbours.	  They	  
expressed	   the	   same	   opinion	   that	   it	   took	   some	   time	   to	   establish	   a	  
connection	   with	   their	   neighbours	   and	   some	   of	   them	   felt	   that	   their	  
neighbours	  did	  not	  want	   to	   talk	   to	   them	  and	  merely	  engaged	   in	  a	   limited	  
communication,	  as	  Ima	  described,	  “I	  interact	  with	  my	  neighbour	  upstairs.	  It	  
took	  a	  while	  actually.	  It	  wasn't	  until	  we've	  been	  here	  for	  6	  months	  then	  we	  
start	   to	   start	   talking	   with	   each	   other.	   Just	   with	   one	   or	   two	   neighbours	  
actually	   living	   here.”	   Andy	   and	   Thuy	   did	   not	   manage	   to	   establish	   good	  
contact	  with	  their	  neighbours	  outside	  the	  common	  daily	  greetings	  such	  as	  
“hello	  and	  bye”.	  Andy	  thought	  it	  was	  a	  shame	  that	  she	  could	  not	  establish	  a	  
good	  connection	  with	  her	  social	  surrounding	  as	  how	  it	  was	  normally	  done	  in	  
Asia.	   Along	   with	  Wati,	   Andy	   perceived	   the	   situation	   merely	   as	   a	   cultural	  
difference	   and	   a	   normal	   phenomenon	   that	   she	   had	   no	   other	   choice	   but	  
accept	  it:	  

This	  brought	  other	   issue	   like	   it	  was	  difference	  of	   cultural	   also	  
because	   in	   Asia	   it's	   very	   important	   to	   have	   contact,	   in	   good	  
contact	  even	  though	  we	  don't	   live	  so	  close.	  But	  here	  you	   feel	  
you	   live	   so	   close	   and	   people	   don't	   even	   want	   to	   talk	   to	  
anybody,	  just	  say	  hi	  and	  bye.	  I	  don't	  feel	  it's	  right	  but	  for	  them	  
is	  actually	  a	  common	  thing	  so	  I	  already	  get	  used	  to	  it.	  	  
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Social	  Interactions	  with	  Other	  Foreigners	  in	  Iceland	  

All	  participants	  when	  asked	  mentioned	  that	  they	  were	  actively	  engaged	   in	  
social	   interactions	   with	   other	   ethnic	   groups	   in	   Iceland.	   Because	   of	   their	  
status	  as	  foreigners,	  some	  of	  the	  participants	  preferred	  to	  seek	  support	  and	  
friendship	  from	  other	  foreigners	  who,	  according	  to	  the	  participants,	  would	  
understand	  each	  other	  better,	  since	  they	  were	   in	  the	  same	  position.	  Andy	  
described	  that	  she	  had	  a	  large	  group	  of	  friends	  from	  various	  countries	  that	  
live	  in	  Iceland	  and	  even	  though	  she	  did	  not	  have	  a	  problem	  interacting	  with	  
them,	  she	  admitted	  that	  she	  did	  feel	  some	  friction	  from	  time	  to	  time.	  Thuy	  
became	  acquainted	  with	  other	  foreigners	  in	  Iceland	  when	  she	  was	  studying	  
Icelandic	  at	   the	  university,	  with	  whom	  she	  became	  friends	  over	  the	  years.	  
She	  also	  managed	  to	  establish	  friendships	  with	  other	  foreigners	  through	  her	  
social	   activities	   and	   work.	   Rione	   had	   a	   support	   network	   from	   the	   other	  
foreigners	  living	  in	  Iceland.	  	  

All	   participants	   except	   Wati	   always	   sought	   support	   from	   their	   closest	  
circle	  of	  friends,	  who	  happened	  to	  be	  from	  different	  countries	  than	  theirs.	  
Rione	   considered	  her	   foreign	   friends	  as	  her	   closest	  network	  and	   the	  ones	  
who	   actually	   helped	   the	  most	   rather	   than	   her	   Filipino	   friends.	   During	   the	  
first	   year	   of	   her	   stay	   in	   Iceland,	   Rione	   often	   felt	   homesick	   and	   the	   only	  
person	   who	   gave	   her	   support	   and	   encouragement	   was	   a	   woman	   from	  
Poland:	  	  

Because	  I	  am	  just	  you	  know	  like	  homesick	  and	  one	  friend	  from	  
Poland,	   she	   talked	   to	  me	   that	   I	   can	   do	   it,	   you	   can	   stay	   here	  
because	   of	   your	   husband	   you	   know.	   It's	   like	   that.	   Sometimes	  
they	  help	  me	  a	  lot	  than	  then	  my	  co	  Filipino.	  

Ima	   also	   preferred	   to	   seek	   support	   from	   her	   foreign	   friends	   and	   felt	  
hesitant	  to	  seek	  support	  from	  her	  Icelandic	  family	  (her	  husband’s	  family)	  as	  
she	   thought	   they	  were	  not	   on	   the	   same	   level	   of	   attitude	   and	   values.	   Ima	  
considered	   her	   foreign	   friends	   to	   be	   her	   own	   family,	   people	   whom	   she	  
could	  depend	  on	  in	  times	  of	  need:	  

You	  need	  to	  get	  yourself	   like	  a	  good	  circle	  of	  good	  friends	  for	  
networks,	  I	  mean	  I	  consider	  like	  Tari	  and	  Dalina	  (Ima’s	  friends)	  
as	  my	  sister.	  We	  are	  very	  tight,	  we	  consider	  ourselves	  as	  family	  
and	   value	   I	   think	   with	   the	   family…	   yes,	   but	   it's	   still	   a	   bit	  
different	  because	  of	  the	  culture	  is	  different.	  So	  I	  mean	  when	  I	  
was	  sick	  I	  can	  depend	  on	  both	  Tari	  and	  Dalina	  to	  come	  to	  bring	  
me	  food,	  they	  would	  cook	  for	  me,	  whereas	  with	  the	   Icelandic	  
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family	  they	  don't	  come	  and	  bring	  me	  food.	  It's	  a	  total	  different	  
attitude	  on	  that.	  

Wati	   admitted	   that	   she	   did	   not	   interact	   frequently	   with	   the	   other	  
foreigners	   in	   Iceland.	   She	   merely	   interacted	   with	   people	   from	   her	   home	  
country	  and	  her	  former	  Icelandic	  co-‐workers.	  While	  Ella	  on	  the	  other	  hand	  
had	  established	  a	  large	  group	  of	  social	  networking	  with	  other	  foreigners	  in	  
Iceland	   due	   to	   her	   studies,	   work	   and	   social	   activities	   which	   involved	  
immigrants.	  Working	  and	  socializing	  with	  other	  ethnic	  origins	  in	  Iceland	  had	  
helped	  Ella	  tremendously	  in	  her	  professional	  life.	  Since	  her	  job	  was	  related	  
to	   immigrants,	   Ella	   thought	   that	   being	   an	   immigrant	   herself	   was	   an	  
advantage	   to	   understand	   the	   immigrants’	   position	   in	   the	   society.	   She	   felt	  
more	   comfortable	   socializing	   with	   other	   foreigners	   rather	   than	   with	  
Icelanders	  or	  Filipinos:	  

Personally	   I	   think	   that	   it's	   helpful	   for	   me	   to	   be	   around	   like	  
different	  	  kind	   of	   people	   with	   different	   kind	   of	   background.	  
Makes	  me	  feel	  like	  you	  know	  we're	  all	  unique	  and	  it's	  amazing	  
that	  we're	  here	  in	  Iceland	  to	  get	  you	  know	  hm…	  and	  also	  like	  I	  
feel	  more	  relaxed	  in	  an	  international	  environment	  rather	  than	  
you	  know	  being	  one	  Filipino	  inside	  you	  know	  just	   like	  a	  full	  of	  
Icelanders.	   It's	   kind	   of	   really	   it's	   still	   kind	   of	   awkward	   for	  me	  
but	  I	  am	  still	  trying	  to	  like	  adjust	  to	  that,	  but	  like	  I	  feel	  awkward	  
as	  well	  when	  I	  am	  stuck	  with	  Filipinos	  in	  one	  room.	  	  

Social	  Interactions	  with	  Co-‐ethnics	  

In	  the	  primary	  settlement	   in	  the	  new	  country,	   immigrants	  tend	  to	   interact	  
more	   with	   co-‐ethnics	   for	   obvious	   reasons	   such	   as	   shared	   language	   and	  
cultural	  values.	  But	  in	  this	  research,	  many	  participants	  did	  not	  feel	  that	  they	  
could	   connect	   easily	   with	   their	   co-‐ethnics.	   Rione	   felt	   that	   her	   co-‐ethnics	  
were	  always	  too	  busy,	  therefore	  she	  interacted	  with	  her	  co-‐ethnics	  only	  on	  
special	   occasions	  and	  at	   the	  events	  of	   the	   Filipino	  organization.	  Andy	  and	  
Ima	   were	   on	   the	   same	   agreement	   for	   different	   reasons	   since	   their	   co-‐
ethnics	  were	  not	  as	  many	  as	  other	   immigrant	  groups	  from	  Asia.	  They	  only	  
interacted	  with	  people	  they	  felt	  most	  connected	  with,	  as	  Ima	  said,	  “Because	  
I	  mean	   it's	   not	   you…	   even	   though	   you're	   from	   the	   same	   country	   doesn't	  
mean	   you	   click	   you	   know.	  Personal	   eh	  personality	  wise	   it's	   better	   to	   click	  
with	  other	  countries,	   I	  would	  say.”	  Andy	  voiced	  the	  same	  tendency	  where	  
similar	   interests	   and	   character	   seem	   to	   play	   an	   important	   part	   in	   their	  
interactions:	  	  
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In	  Iceland,	  actually	  those	  from	  my	  country	  they	  are	  not	  much.	  
We	   do	   hang	   out	   but	   not	   that	   much	   because	   everybody	   has	  
their	  own	  busy	  live	  here	  so	  also	  depends	  on	  you	  know	  the	  year	  
when	  you	  came…	  you	  know.	  We	  have	  very	  different	  so	  we	  just	  
tend	   to	   hang	   out	  more	   with	   the	   people	   who	   have	   the	   same	  
character	   in	   overseas	   when	   you're	   married	   to	   a	   Caucasian.	   I	  
think	  this	  is	  more	  how	  they	  brought	  the	  people	  with	  the	  same	  
interest	  more	  in	  a	  country	  like	  this.	   	  

Andy	  and	   Ima	  both	  admitted	  that	  they	   interacted	  mostly	  with	  their	  co-‐
ethnics	   based	  on	   the	   length	  of	   their	   stay	   in	   Iceland.	   They	   tended	   to	  hang	  
out	  more	  with	  their	  co-‐ethnics	  who	  resided	  longer	  in	  Iceland	  than	  they	  did.	  
Ima	   felt	   more	   comfortable	   hanging	   out	   with	   the	   Singaporeans	   who	   had	  
lived	  many	  years	  in	  Iceland.	  

Similar	   to	   other	   participants,	   Thuy	   did	   not	   have	   regular	   and	   personal	  
contact	  with	  Vietnamese	  community	  in	  Iceland.	  Thuy	  was	  pretty	  close	  with	  
a	   few	   of	   people	   form	   her	   home	   country,	   but	   not	   the	   larger	   community.	  
Even	  though	  she	  could	  count	  on	  their	  support	  whenever	  she	  needed,	  Thuy	  
perceived	   it	   as	   a	   social	   responsibility	   for	   being	   a	   part	   of	   the	   larger	  
community,	  which	  was	  one	  of	   significant	   factors	  of	  Asian	   culture,	   but	  not	  
necessary	   out	   of	   personal	   and	   intimate	   support.	   The	   term	   of	   support	   did	  
not	  really	  resonate	  personally	  for	  Thuy	  for	  the	  reason	  of	  being	  accustomed	  
to	   living	   far	   away	   from	   her	   family.	   Thuy	   did	   not	   have	   any	   contact	   with	  
Vietnamese	  until	  later,	  “I	  didn't	  have	  my	  co-‐ethnics	  here.	  I	  couldn't	  say	  they	  
couldn't	   understand	   me.	   I	   really	   think	   no.”	   Part	   of	   the	   reason	   was	   also	  
because	  of	  the	  nature	  of	  social	   interactions	  between	  them.	  Thuy	  reported	  
to	  have	  tried	  to	  set	  up	  a	  women	  organization	  for	  her	  co-‐ethnics	  as	  a	  source	  
of	   information	   to	   help	   the	  women	   adapt	   into	   the	   society	   and	   learn	   from	  
each	   other.	   But	   so	   far,	   Thuy	   did	   not	   manage	   to	   gather	   these	   women	  
together,	  which	   she	  explained	  because	   it	  was	  not	  part	   of	   the	  Vietnamese	  
culture	  for	  women	  to	  belong	  to	  organization.	  	  

Similar	  to	  some	  participants,	  Ella	  chose	  not	  to	  interact	  with	  people	  from	  
her	  home	  country	  because	  in	  her	  opinion	  she	  could	  not	  choose	  her	  Filipino	  
friends	  here	  because	  there	  were	  very	  few	  of	  them	  whom	  she	  could	  connect	  
with	   and	   share	   the	   same	   interests.	   According	   to	   Ella,	   Filipino	   community	  
wanted	   her	   to	   be	   exclusively	  within	   their	   own	   community	   and	   follow	   the	  
Filipino	   values.	   Ella	   had	   the	   impression	   that	   she	   was	   not	   accepted	  
completely	  within	  the	  Filipino	  community	  because	  she	  didn’t	  represent	  the	  
real	  Filipino	  values	  as	  a	  person,	  “It's	  like,	  you	  know…	  I	  always	  feel,	  like	  you	  
know,	   I	  am	  an	  outsider	  but	  at	   the	  same	  time	   I	  am	  an	   insider.”	   Interacting	  
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with	  other	  Filipinos	  was	  just	  a	  formality	  for	  Ella	  since	  she	  is	  a	  member	  of	  the	  
Filipino	  organization.	  Ella	  felt	  that	  she	  had	  to	  force	  herself	  to	  interact	  with	  
the	  Filipino	  community,	  as	  there	  was	  an	  invisible	  barrier	  between	  them.	  She	  
told	  me	  that	  she	  had	  to	  use	  a	  different	  approach	  in	  communicating	  with	  the	  
Filipinos	  than	  her	  other	  social	  networks.	  Using	  proper	  language	  is	  the	  main	  
emphasis	   in	   Asian	   culture	   -‐	   different	   language	   is	   used	   when	   speaking	   to	  
people	  of	  different	  social	  classes	  within	  a	  hierarchical	  system:	  

I	   am	   really	   forced	   to	   really	   to	   talk	   to	   them	  and	   I	   find	   it	   really	  
hard	  to	  like	  there's	  kind	  of	  a	  barrier	  there	  that	  I	  find	  it	  easy	  to	  
step	  in	  but	  I	  really	  have	  to	  switch	  my	  Filipino	  nest	  on	  you	  know.	  
If	   I	   approach	   them	   the	  way	   I	   approach	   you	   know…	   the	   usual	  
people	  that	  I	  am	  with,	   like	  international	  people,	  that	  wouldn't	  
work	  with	  them	  you	  know.	  I	  have	  to	  speak	  in	  the	  same	  as	  them	  
and	  not	  just	  the	  language	  you	  know	  expression	  and	  all	  that.	  

Ella’s	  description	  above	  is	  probably	  constructed	  based	  on	  the	  paradigm	  
of	  her	  early	   years	   in	   Iceland,	  where	   she	  attempted	   to	   socialize	  more	  with	  
other	   Filipinos	   but	   her	   mother	   advised	   her	   not	   to,	   as	   according	   to	   Ella’s	  
mother,	  they	  would	  be	  a	  bad	  example.	  Therefore,	  for	  the	  first	  3	  years,	  Ella	  
did	   not	   have	   any	   Filipino	   friends.	   This	   experience	   has	   somehow	   created	  
conflict	   for	   Ella	   in	   developing	   her	   ethnic	   identity	   and	   sense	   of	   belonging.	  
When	   she	   finally	   acquired	   a	   few	   Filipinos	   friends	   in	   the	   later	   years,	   she	  
became	  too	  emotionally	  attached	  to	  them.	  Ella	  believed	  that	  finally	  she	  was	  
able	  to	  construct	  her	  identity	  by	  relating	  to	  her	  ethnic	  group.	  In	  the	  end	  Ella	  
acknowledged	  that	  her	  Filipino	  friends	  did	  not	  share	  the	  same	  mentality	  as	  
an	  adolescent	   immigrants	   in	  Iceland.	  The	  conflicting	  dispositions,	  the	  need	  
to	   form	  her	  own	   identity,	  and	  the	  demands	   from	  her	  co-‐ethnic	   friends,	   to	  
do	   and	   be	   just	   like	   them,	   left	   Ella	   unsettled.	   She	  mimicked	   her	   confusion	  
when	  she	  described	  to	  me	  how	  lost	  she	  felt	  at	  that	  time:	  	  

You	   know	   what	   these	   people	   have	   been	   with	   and	   I	   realized	  
that	   like	   being	   an	   immigrant	   youth,	   young	   person	   here	   in	  
Iceland,	  it's	  really	  difficult,	  it's	  very	  challenging	  especially	  if	  you	  
don't	  know	  what	  	  you	  want.	  I	  know	  that	  they	  were	  like	  lost	  so	  I	  
am	  like	  ok	  I	  am	  not	  as	  lost.	  I	  might	  be	  lost	  but	  I	  am	  not	  as	  lost	  
as	   them	   so	   I	   should	   push	   myself	   away	   from	   them.	   First	   to	  
gather	   you	   know	  enough	   strength	   and	   then	   try	   like	   hang	   out	  
with	   them	   again.	   I	   feel	   good	   hanging	   out	  with	   them,	   it's	   just	  
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that	   they	   have	   a	   different	   way	   of	   thinking	   than	   I	   do,	   I	   don't	  
know	  why.	  	  

Unlike	   the	   other	   participants,	   Wati	   was	   the	   only	   one	   who	   interacted	  
closely	  with	   her	   co-‐ethnics.	  Wati	   sought	   support	   from	   her	   co-‐ethnics	   and	  
relied	   on	   them	   for	   mental	   and	   emotional	   support.	   Wati	   described	   her	  
relationship	  with	  her	  co-‐ethnics	  as	  a	  very	  close-‐knit	  group,	  being	  supportive	  
to	   each	   other	   like	   a	   big	   family.	   I	   questioned	   Wati	   whether	   her	   social	  
interaction	  with	  her	  co-‐ethnics	  would	  have	  any	  difference	  in	  her	  perception	  
of	  her	  adaptation	  in	  Iceland,	  to	  which	  she	  replied:	  	  

It	  doesn't	  affect	  my	  chance	  to	  be	  part	  the	  Icelandic	  society.	  It's	  
like	   when	   I…	   for	   example	   if	   I	   don't	   know	   any	   Indonesian	  
people,	   if	   Indonesian	   society	   doesn't	   exist	   in	   Iceland,	   that	  
wouldn't	   change	   the	   fact	   that	   I	   would	   be	   much	   more	   closer	  
with…	  I	  would	  be	  much	  more	  involved	  in	  the	  Icelandic	  society.	  
My	   relationship	   with	   my	   Indonesian	   society,	   my	   relationship	  
with	   Icelandic	   society,	   just	   two	   independently…	   two	  different	  
things.	  

7.5 	   Identity	  

Despite	  the	  cultural	  differences,	  the	  participants	  managed	  to	  preserve	  their	  
ethnic	   identity	   in	  various	  ways.	  They	   identified	  and	  conducted	   themselves	  
according	   to	   their	   heritage	   background,	   whether	   that	   might	   be	   religion,	  
ethnicity,	  values	  or	  traditions.	  The	  participants	  did	  not	  consider	  themselves	  
to	  be	   Icelanders	  even	  though	  they	  have	   Icelandic	  citizenship.	  Almost	  all	  of	  
the	   women	   still	   celebrated	   their	   heritage	   cultural	   traditions	   and	   eagerly	  
introduced	   their	   cultural	   traditions	   to	   their	   Icelandic	   friends.	   Andy	   saw	  
herself	   as	   a	   Chinese	  Malaysian	   but	  more	   and	  more	   she	   realized	   that	   she	  
tended	   to	   behave	   and	   think	   more	   like	   a	   Westerner	   due	   to	   traveling	  
experiences	   and	   adaptation	   to	   her	   environment	   in	   Iceland.	   When	   asked	  
whether	  Andy	  identified	  herself	  ethnically,	  she	  replied:	  	  

Very	  strong	  because	  we	  still	   celebrate	  our	  own	  cultural	  event	  
even	   though	   in	   Iceland,	   in	   the	   whole	   society	   they	   don't	  
celebrate,	   we	   still	   do	   it	   our	   own.	   Every	   event	   we	   invite	   our	  
Asian	  friend	  or	  even	  Icelandic	  we	  invite	  them.	  We	  just	  let	  them	  
feel	  the	  cultural	  different.	  
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Rione	  also	  celebrated	  her	  cultural	  tradition,	  on	  November	  1,	  where	  the	  
candles	   are	   lit	   outside	   the	   house	   to	   remember	   all	   the	   relatives	   that	   died.	  
Because	  her	  husband	  was	  Filipino,	  Tagalog	  was	  the	  only	  spoken	  language	  at	  
home.	  Similar	  to	  Andy,	  she	  also	  invited	  her	  Icelandic	  friends	  for	  dinner	  and	  
prepared	   food	   from	   the	   Philippines.	   Ima	   echoed	   that	   part	   of	  maintaining	  
her	   identity	  was	  to	  cultivate	  her	  religious	   identity,	  “I	  am	  still	  Muslim,	   I	  still	  
fast	  I	  try	  to	  pray	  if	  I	  can.	  Most	  of	  the	  time,	  I	  just	  do	  my	  doas	  (the	  word	  for	  
prayers	  in	  Malay),	  you	  know	  before	  I	  go	  to	  sleep.”	  Gathering	  together	  with	  
the	  other	  Singaporeans	  and	  do	  the	  activities	  they	  normally	  do	  in	  Singapore	  
and	  speak	  in	  their	  own	  dialect	  were	  also	  considered	  an	  attempt	  to	  maintain	  
ethnic	  identity	  for	  Ima.	  

Having	   been	   influenced	   by	   several	   diverse	   cultures,	   Thuy	   perceived	  
herself	   as	   a	  mixture	   of	   everything.	   She	   does	   not	   belong	   to	   any	   particular	  
culture,	   yet	   she	  was	   strongly	   influenced	  by	   the	   values	  of	   the	   cultures	   she	  
experienced:	  

It	  has	  so	  much	  impact	  that	  I	  can’t	  say,	  I	  can’t	  say	  I	  am	  American	  
or	   I	   can’t	   say	   I	   am	   100%	   Vietnamese.	   I	   am	   a	   mixture	   of	  
everything,	   that's	   an	   impact.	   I	   see	  myself	   clearer	   and	   clearer	  
that	   I	   am	   not	   100%,	   I	   am	   Icelandic,	   I	   am	   French,	   I	   am	  
Vietnamese	  and	   I	   am	  American.	   The	   four	   values,	   the	   systems	  
that	  I	  am	  affected	  and	  these	  they	  were	  there.”	  	  

Thuy	  admitted	  that	  the	  feeling	  of	  not	  belonging	  to	  one	  particular	  culture	  
led	  her	  to	  feel	  both	  like	  an	  outsider	  and	  insider:	  

When	   I	   go	   to	  my	  Vietnamese	   I	   can	   see	   I	   am	   very	  Western	   in	  
many	  ways.	  I	  have	  my	  Vietnamese,	  but	  I	  am	  very	  Western.	  On	  
the	   other	   hand	  when	   I	   go	   to	  Western	   side	   I	   am	   not	   so	   quite	  
Western	  either.	  So	  as	  you're	   talking	   to	  me	   I	  don't	  know	  what	  
kind	  of	  feeling	  you	  have	  from	  me.	  But	  I	  am,	  I	  am	  either	  group.	  
A	  part	  of	  me	  as	  an	  insider,	  a	  part	  of	  me	  as	  an	  outsider.	  

In	   her	   daily	   life,	   Thuy	   claimed	   to	   have	   operated	   her	   logical	   thinking	  
based	  on	  different	  cultural	  values.	  Although	  the	  differential	  cultural	  values	  
had	  benefited	  her	  tremendously,	  Thuy’s	  emotion	  and	  soul	  ran	  deeply	  to	  her	  
ethnicity.	   She	   felt	   this	   way	   especially	   when	   she	   listened	   to	   Vietnamese	  
music	   and	   felt	   deep	   emotion	   washed	   through	   her	   thoroughly.	   In	   her	  
attempts	   to	   maintain	   her	   ethnic	   identity,	   Thuy	   celebrated	   her	   traditional	  
cultural	  events	  and	  worships	  the	  ancestors,	  which	  is	  a	  common	  practice	  in	  
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her	   home	   country.	   Thuy	   felt	   that	   religion	   was	   too	   abstract	   and	   she	  
proclaimed	   that	   her	   ancestors	   defined	   who	   she	   is,	   the	   root	   of	   her	  
Vietnamese	   identity.	   One	   cultural	   value	   that	   was	   regarded	   important	   for	  
Thuy	  was	  a	  sense	  of	  self-‐reflection.	  Thuy	  always	  re-‐evaluated	  everything	  in	  
her	   life	  and	   let	  everything	   flow	  through	  changes,	   through	  various	  cultures	  
that	   influence	  her	  personal	   life.	  Respect	   for	   teachers	  and	  people	  who	  had	  
helped	   Thuy	  when	   she	  was	   in	   need	  were	   also	   her	   original	   cultural	   values	  
that	  Thuy	  believed	  in	  strongly:	  

I	  give	  respect,	  for	  me	  if	  I	  owe	  people,	  or	  did	  me	  a	  favour,	  I	  am	  
in	   debt	   with	   that	   person	   for	   a	   very	   long	   time	   and	   I	   always	  
appreciate	  it…	  and	  I	  also	  respect	  teachers.	  

In	  bringing	  up	  her	  children	  in	  a	  Western	  society,	  Wati	  tried	  to	  emphasize	  
both	  Indonesian	  and	  Icelandic	  values,	  selecting	  values	  that	  she	  felt	  the	  most	  
appropriate.	   The	   value	   of	   respect	   to	   the	   elderly	   is	   deeply	   rooted	   in	   the	  
practice	  of	  Wati’s	  daily	  life	  by	  using	  formal	  salutation	  for	  older	  people	  and	  
family	  members.	  Whereas	  for	  Icelandic	  values,	  Wati	  applied	  to	  her	  children	  
the	   values	   of	   being	   liberal	   and	   broad-‐minded,	  which	   included	   introducing	  
open	  discussion	  with	  her	  children	  on	  topics	  considered	  taboo	   in	   Indonesia	  
such	  as	  sex	  education	  and	  drugs:	  

My	   children	   upbringing	   for	   example	   I	   always	   call	   my	   oldest	  
daughter	   like	  kakak,	   it	  means	   sister.	   I	   always	   call	  my	  younger	  
as	  adik,	  it	  means	  little	  sister.	  That	  could	  probably	  one	  example	  
and	  they	  both	  love	  it,	  they	  both	  willing	  to	  try	  it.	  But	  in	  terms	  of	  
discussion	   with	   my	   children,	   I	   apply	   the	   Icelandic	   cultural	  
system,	  which	  is	  very	  open	  minded	  which	  is	  very	  open.	  I	  open	  
actually	   discussion	   with	   my	   children	   like	   sex	   even	   drugs	   you	  
know.	  	  

Being	   a	   cultural	   chameleon	   was	   the	   best	   strategy	   for	   Ella	   to	   fit	   into	  
Icelandic	   and	   Filipino	   society.	   She	   found	   it	   rather	   challenging	   to	   integrate	  
into	  the	  Filipino	  community	  in	  Iceland	  as	  the	  other	  Filipinos	  saw	  Ella	  as	  too	  
Icelandic	  and	  did	  not	  share	  the	  same	  attitudes	  and	  cultural	  attributes.	  Ella	  
and	   her	   sister	   experienced	   the	   same	   accusation	   from	   the	   Filipino	  
community,	  “They	  say	  it,	  they	  say	  that	  we're	  too	  Icelandic	  now	  and	  I	  am	  like	  
no	   that's	  not	  being	   Icelandic,	   that's	   just	  being	  us	  and	   they	   just	   they	  don't	  
know	  who	  we	  are	  now.”	   	  Ella	  professed	  that	  she	  had	  to	  make	  an	  effort	   in	  
accommodating	  and	  shaping	  her	  personality	  whenever	  she	  interacted	  with	  
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the	   Filipino	   community	   in	   order	   to	   be	   accepted,	   yet	   she	   still	   experienced	  
internal	  conflict	  and	  identity.	  She	  did	  not	  feel	  she	  was	  being	  true	  to	  herself,	  
her	  own	  true	  personal	  identity:	  

In	  the	  Filipino	  community,	  I	  don't	  know	  it's	  really	  weird	  and	  it's	  
a	  weird	  feeling.	  You	  feel	  like	  an	  outsider	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time	  
you	   feel	   like	   an	   insider	   just	   because	   you're	   a	   Filipino.	   I	   think	  
cause	   I	   find	   myself	   like	   I	   have	   a	   Filipino	   identity,	   I	   have	   an	  
international	   identity,	   I	   have	   an	   Icelandic	   identity	   and	   with	  
talking	   to	   Filipinos	   I	   have	   to	   switch	  more	   on	   the	   Filipino	   side	  
than	   being	   myself	   you	   know	   what	   I	   mean.	   I	   have	   to	  
accommodate	   to	   them	   for	   them	   to	   accept	   and	   I	   find	   it	   like	  
because…	  my	   kind	   of	   like	  my	   personality	   is	   kind	   of	   different.	  
They're	  still	  kinda	  push	  me	  back	   like	  you're	  still	  not	  one	  of	  us	  
completely	   because	   you're	   like	   this	   and	   that	   because	   I	   came	  
here	   too	   young	   and	   stuff	   bla	   bla	   but	   I	   find	   it	   easy	   for	  me	   to	  
connect	   to	  with	  Filipinos	  again	  but	   I	   find	   it	  hard	   like	   in	  a	  way	  
that	  I	  have	  to	  change	  myself	  you	  know.	  	  

Ella	  also	  felt	  that	  sometimes	  she	  was	  expected	  to	  behave	  in	  certain	  ways	  
as	   an	   Asian	   woman	   and	   as	   a	   Filipino,	   and	   she	   found	   that	   very	  
uncomfortable.	  At	  first	  she	  didn’t	  feel	  like	  a	  real	  Filipino,	  secondly	  she	  was	  
concerned	  that	  she	  was	  not	  being	  true	  to	  her	  own	  identity	  as	  a	  person	  who	  
has	  diverse	  cultural	  backgrounds:	  

They	  would	  expect	  me	  to	  be	  more	  Filipino	  than	  I	  am	  you	  know.	  
They're	  really	  curious	  to	  know	  how	  Filipinos	  are	  and	  by	  having	  
me	  they	  feel	  like	  they	  get	  to	  know	  Filipinos	  in	  general	  and	  I	  am	  
like,	   I	   am	  not	   really	   a	   typical	   Filipino.	   I	   feel	   it,	   I	   feel	   like	   they	  
expect	  me	  to	  become…	  to	  act	  like	  something	  else	  and	  so	  I	  feel	  
like	  really	  awkward	  sometimes	  being	  myself.	  

Regardless	  of	  all	  the	  leverages	  from	  varied	  cultures,	  Ella	  determined	  not	  
to	  let	  herself	  fall	  into	  one	  cultural	  category.	  She	  preferred	  to	  create	  her	  own	  
cultural	   identity,	   which	   was	   in	   the	   margin	   of	   each	   culture,	   Icelandic	   and	  
Filipino	  “I	  would	  like	  to	  be	  like	  I	  just	  would	  like	  to	  be	  myself.	  I	  don't	  want	  to	  
be	  called	  like	  Filipino.	  I	  just	  wanna	  be	  called	  like…	  I	  am	  just	  a	  person.”	  Being	  
in	  the	  margin	  of	  two	  cultures	  had	  its	  own	  benefit	  since	  Ella	  felt	  that	  she	  had	  
the	   right	   to	  choose	  certain	  behaviours	  and	  attitudes	  whichever	   suited	  her	  
the	  most	  in	  a	  particular	  situation	  by	  using	  her	  Filipino	  and	  Icelandic	  identity,	  
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“So	  it	  gives	  me	  like	  an	  excuse	  like	  I	  am	  a	  Filipino	  totally	  so	  I	  can	  do	  this	  and	  I	  
am	  an	  Icelandic	  I	  am	  not	  a	  total	  Iceland	  so	  I	  can	  do	  this.	  I	  am	  allowed	  to	  do	  
this”.	  	  

Albeit	   the	   fact	   that	   the	   participants	  were	   very	   proud	  with	   their	   ethnic	  
identity,	   they	   believed	   their	   attitude	   had	   changed	   since	   they	   integrated	  
Icelandic	  values	  into	  their	  lives.	  Ima	  considered	  herself	  to	  have	  always	  been	  
a	  liberal	  but	  in	  her	  opinion,	  living	  in	  Iceland	  had	  given	  her	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  
liberation:	  

I	  think	   in	  Singapore	  I	  was	  also	  quite	   liberal	  but	  then	  of	  course	  
liberal	   to	  that	  extent	  of	  you're	  still	   living	   in	   the	  taboo	  society.	  
That's	   a	   lot	   of	   taboos	   back	   home	   in	   Asia,	   so	   you	   know,	   even	  
though	  you're	  liberal	  you	  still	  try	  to	  find	  a	  way.	  

Rione	   confessed	   that	   coming	   from	   a	   religious	   background,	   she	   was	  
rather	   rigid,	   but	   she	   admitted	   to	  have	  become	  more	   liberal	   and	  accepted	  
certain	   behaviour,	   which	   were	   considered	   iniquitous	   to	   her	   before.	   She	  
asserted	   her	   flexibility	   in	   each	   adaptation	   of	   culture	   by	   accepting	   certain	  
norms	  and	  attitudes	  of	  whichever	  country	  she	  lived	  in	  without	  abandoning	  
her	  original	  cultural	  background,	  “You	  have	  to	  try,	  to	  be	  very	  flexible	  in	  each	  
adaption	  of	  culture.	  I	  am	  liberal	  now,	  you	  are	  right.	  I	  can	  accept	  it.”	  

Wati	  regarded	  herself	  to	  become	  more	  Western	  than	  Asian.	  She	  became	  
more	  comfortable	  with	  the	  Western	  values	  even	  though	  she	  didn’t	  indicate	  
that	   she	   completely	   followed	   Western	   values,	   rather	   she	   preserved	   her	  
values	  by	   integrating	  the	  Western	  values	  that	  fit	   into	  her	  own	  values.	  This	  
way	  she	  thought	  was	  the	  best	  solution	  to	  maintain	  balance	  in	  her	  life:	  

I	   think	   I	   am	   much	   more	   westernized	   now.	   I	   feel	   like…	   the	  
Western	   culture	   is	  much	  more	   suitable	   for	  me	   than	  my	   own	  
culture	  much	  more.	  It	  much	  more	  makes	  sense	  in	  many	  ways.	  
As	   I	   said	  we	   have	   to	   respect	   other	   you	   know	  we	   have	   to	   be	  
much	  more	  private	  we	  have	  to	  be	  much	  more	  open	  minded	  in	  
many	  ways	  especially	   children	  upbringing	  and	  everything.	  We	  
have	   to	   be	   much	   more…	   I	   think	   I	   am	  much	   more	   you	   know	  
westernized	   now.	  My	   Eastern	   culture	   I	   don't	   really	   do	   that.	   I	  
know	   lots	   of	   people	   who	   try	   really	   hard	   to	   keep	   their	   own	  
culture	  even	  their	  own	  religion	  or	  something	  you	  know	  but	   in	  
my	  case	  I	  just	  see	  what	  it	  fits	  me	  and	  I	  don't,	  I	  can’t	  really	  say	  
you	   know	   whether	   I	   maintain	   my	   own	   ethnic	   culture	   and	   I	  
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think	  what	   it's	   probably	  my	  way	   to	   be	   comfortable	   to	   live	   in	  
this	  society,	  in	  this	  Icelandic	  society.	  	  

On	   the	   same	   note	   as	  Wati,	   Andy	   considered	   herself	   as	   half-‐Caucasian	  
even	   though	  her	   roots	  are	   still	  Malaysian.	  Being	   in	   Iceland	  and	   influenced	  
by	  her	  adaptation	  process,	  Andy	  considered	  herself	  to	  be	  able	  to	  see	  things	  
with	  different	  perspectives:	  	  

But	   of	   course	   after	   I	   came	   to	   Iceland,	   so	   I	   even	   adapt	   more	  
different	   culture.	   I	   think	   that's	   give	   me	   actually	   can	   save	  
benefit	  you	  know.	  I	  see	  more	  different	  thing	  around	  the	  world.	  
I	  consider	  I	  am	  half	  Caucasian	  now.	  

The	  Western	   influence	  also	  helped	  Thuy	  to	  discover	  a	  way	  of	  adjusting	  
herself	   in	   Icelandic	   society	   by	   being	   more	   understanding	   and	   not	   too	  
critical,	   “I	   feel	   that	  also	  helped	   to	  understand	  a	  bit	  a	   little	  more	  and	   I	   am	  
critical	   but	   I	   also	   try	   to	   understand	   their	   points	   of	   view	   because	   of	   my	  
different	   background.”	   However,	   being	   influenced	   by	  Western	   values	   did	  
not	  change	  Thuy’s	  core	  values	  concerning	  her	  ethnic	   identity.	  She	  realized	  
that	  her	  deep	  morality	  values	  came	  from	  Confucianism	  and	  Buddhism:	  

My	  deep	  value	  is	  my	  Vietnamese	  values,	  the	  deep	  value	  inside	  
of	  me…	   it’s	   very	  Vietnamese.	   It's	   very	   hard	   to	   pinpoint	   it	   but	  
you	  know	  I	  have	  my	  conservative	  you	  know	  that's	  what	  came	  
from	  my	   parents,	   couldn't	   come	   from	   anywhere	   else	   and	  my	  
parents	  are	  Vietnamese.	  They	  have	  Vietnamese	  value.	  

In	   some	  ways,	   Thuy	   admitted	   that	  Western	   values	   had	   influenced	   her	  
critical	  thinking.	  She	  became	  more	  radical	  and	  feminist	  and	  that	  came	  from	  
the	   Icelandic	   values.	   But	   no	  matter	   how	  much	  Western	   values	   influenced	  
her,	   Thuy	   always	   remembered	   her	   roots	   and	   the	   Vietnamese	   proverbial	  
words	  that	  echoed	  in	  the	  back	  of	  her	  mind;	  	  

In	   my	   home	   country	   we	   say	   when	   you're	   older,	   when	   water	  
always	   return	   to	   its	   roots,	   it's	   the	   cycle	   of	   water,	   right.	   It's	  
always	  the	  cycle	  that's	  the	  cycle	  so	  you	  have	  the	  water.	  That's	  
the	   saying	   that	   we	   have,	   water	   always	   return	   to	   its	   roots.	   I	  
strongly	  believe	  that	  as	  you	  get	  older	  you're	  starting	  to	  reflect	  
more	  on	  your	  origin	  and	  you	  see	  more	  of	   it	  coming	  out	  when	  
eh	  where	  your	  roots.	  
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Ella	   elaborated	   that	   she	   saw	   herself	   as	   a	   person	  with	   an	   international	  
identity	  who	  has	  Filipino	  and	  Icelandic	  backgrounds.	  But	  she	  explained	  that	  
her	   cultural	   background	   didn’t	   determine	   who	   she	   was	   culturally.	   Even	  
though	  she	  felt	  more	  international	  than	  Filipino,	  she	  preserved	  her	  cultural	  
background	   by	   conversing	   in	   Tagalog	   with	   her	   son.	   She	   believed	   that	  
language	  was	  an	   important	  part	  of	  the	  culture.	  Another	  way	  of	  preserving	  
her	  Filipino	  identity	  was	  by	  keeping	  in	  contact	  with	  her	  family	  and	  friends	  in	  
the	  Philippines:	  

I	  see	  myself	  as	  an	  international	  person	  first	  who	  has	  a	  Filipino	  
background	  and	  an	   Icelandic	  background	  and	  an	   international	  
background.	   I	   think	   you	   know	   I	   think	   those	  backgrounds	  help	  
us	  to	   find	  us	  who	  we	  are	  but	   it	  doesn't	  necessarily	  determine	  
who	   we	   are	   like	   you	   know…	   having	   a	   Filipino	   background	  
doesn't	  say	  that	  I	  am	  only	  Filipino	  you	  know.	  How	  do	  I	  keep	  my	  
ethnic	   identity?	   I	   think	  one	  of	   the	   things	   is	   languages.	   I	   speak	  
to	   my	   child	   in	   Filipino	   and	   because	   you	   know	   language	   is	  
intertwined	  with	   culture	  and	   so	   I	   still	   live	  my	   culture	   through	  
language	   that	   I	   speak	   with	   my	   son	   and	   also	   I	   still	   you	   know	  
keep	   in	   contact	   with	   the	   country.	   It's	   not	   like	   I	   forgot	   it	   you	  
know	  it's	  still	  a	  part	  of	  me.	  I	  always	  want	  to	  go	  to	  Philippines.	  

Living	   and	   being	   exposed	   to	   different	   cultures	   has	   impacted	   the	  
participants	  in	  attitudes	  and	  behaviour,	  even	  in	  incorporating	  other	  cultural	  
values	  into	  their	  own	  values.	  All	  of	  the	  participants	  referred	  to	  the	  feeling	  of	  
not	  belonging	  to	  any	  particular	  culture,	  either	  their	  own	  culture	  or	  Icelandic	  
culture.	  They	  claimed	  to	  be	  more	   liberal	  and	  open-‐minded	  because	  of	   the	  
influence	  of	  Icelandic	  cultural	  values.	  The	  participants	  described	  themselves	  
as	  being	  in	  between	  cultures,	  fostering	  between	  two	  cultural	  values,	  Asian	  
and	  Western	   values,	   cherry-‐picking	   between	   the	   two	   cultural	   values	   that	  
suited	  them	  the	  most.	  	  
	  

7.6 	   Perceived	  Stereotypes	  as	  an	  Asian	  Woman	  and	  Cultural	  
	   Awareness	  	  

The	  women	  in	  this	  research	  were	  aware	  of	  the	  stereotypes	  of	  Asian	  women	  
they	   were	   facing	   in	   their	   daily	   lives.	   Seemingly,	   the	   most	   common	  
stereotype	  was	  being	  regarded	  as	  a	  mail	  order	  bride	  who	  came	  to	   Iceland	  
to	   be	  married	   to	   an	   older	  man	   in	   order	   to	   escape	   poverty	   in	   their	   home	  
country.	  Most	  participants	  had	  at	  some	  point	  experienced	  the	  stereotype,	  
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except	  Rione,	  whose	  husband	  is	  Filipino,	  who	  claimed	  that	  she	  did	  not	  face	  
this	   stereotype.	   Andy	   voiced	   her	   frustration,	   “Because	   maybe	   it's	   just	  
stereotyping	  the	  thing	  Asian	  here	  who	  came	  is	  either	  I	  know	  that	  some	  bad	  
example	  I	  heard	  people	  you	  know...	  bought	  their	  wives	  or	  something	  from	  
Asia	  which	  is	  a	  very	  bad	  thing	  to	  hear	  that.”	  

Ima	   who	   came	   to	   Iceland	   many	   years	   earlier	   than	   Andy	   remembered	  
how	   she	   encountered	   the	   stereotype	   for	   the	   first	   time	   in	   Iceland.	   She	  
admitted	  that	  during	  those	  years,	  from	  the	  information	  she	  received,	  there	  
were	  many	  Asian	  women	  who	  entered	  Iceland	  as	  mail	  order	  brides	  to	  older	  
men.	   Ima’s	   own	   husband	   equally	   confirmed	   the	   phenomenon.	   But	   as	   the	  
years	  passed	  by	  and	  the	  situation	  has	  changed,	  Ima	  pondered	  whether	  the	  
stereotype	  was	  still	  applicable	  at	  present	  time.	  Ima	  met	  her	  husband	  online	  
and	   in	  her	  defense	  when	  people	  assumed	   it	  was	  one	  of	  the	  procedures	   in	  
ordering	  a	  bride	  through	  the	  internet,	  she	  objected,	  “For	  me	  I	  said	  I	  am	  not	  
mail	  order	  bride	  I	  got	  to	  know	  my	  husband	  when	  I	  was	   in	  the	  States	  and	  I	  
didn't	  put	  myself	  as	  a	  mail	  order	  bride.”	  

Wati	  was	   also	   aware	   of	   the	   stereotypes	   of	   Asian	  women	   in	   Iceland	   as	  
women	  with	   disadvantaged	   backgrounds	  who	   fled	   their	   home	   country	   to	  
seek	  a	  better	   life	   in	  a	  Western	  world	  by	  marrying	  older	  men.	  Even	  though	  
she	   acknowledged	   that	   such	   incidents	   did	   occur,	   in	   her	   opinion,	   Icelandic	  
society	   should	   not	   generate	   widespread	   generalization	   about	   all	   Asian	  
women	  in	  Iceland:	  

Because	  this	  stereotyping	  about	  Asian	  women	  are	  very	  strong	  
in	   Iceland.	   Asian	   women	   come	   to	   Icelandic,	   they	   come	   from	  
misery,	   they	   come	   from	   poor	   people	   in	   somewhere	   in	   their	  
home	  country	  and	  they	  married	  old	  man	  in	  Iceland.	  There	  are	  
probably	   some	   of	   them	  who	   do	   that	   but	   that	   shouldn't	   be	   a	  
generalization.	  	  

Wati	  also	  thought	  that	   Icelandic	  society	  was	  superficial	  and	   judgmental	  
towards	  Asian	  women	  without	   trying	   to	  get	   to	  know	  them	  personally	  and	  
their	  cultural	  background	  beforehand.	  It	  was	  one	  stereotype	  for	  all:	  

Ok	   you	   are	   here	  but	   they	  don't	   even	   consider	   talking	   to	   you.	  
Could	   you	   could	   be	   in	   that	   position,	   you	   could	   feel	   like	   I	   am	  
totally	  don't	  belong	  to	  this	  to	  this	  society	  at	  all,	  but	  that's	  kind	  
of…	   I	   think	   that	   the	   Icelandic	  people	   just	   see	  us	  and	   judge	  us	  
and	  how	  we	  deliver	  ourselves	  you	  know.	  Then	   if	   you	  can	   feel	  
this	  stereotype	  you	  know	  they've	  been	  stereotyping	  us	  just	  like	  
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if	  you	  speak	  bad	  Icelandic.	  People	  really…	  they	  don't	  have	  any	  
interest	  at	  all,	  you	  know,	  about	  me.	   I	   just	  ok	  you're	  from	  Asia	  
what	  can	  you	  offer	  us,	  like	  I	  am	  judged	  I	  am	  being	  judged.	  

Ella	   agreed	   with	   the	   other	   participants	   on	   the	   stereotypes	   of	   Asian	  
women	  as	  a	  mail	  order	  bride	  who	  married	  older	  Icelandic	  men.	  These	  Asian	  
women	   spoke	   Icelandic	   poorly	   and	   many	   of	   them	   spoke	   English	   with	   a	  
weird	  accent.	   She	  did	  not	  deny	   that	   the	  phenomenon	  was	   indeed	   real,	   in	  
fact	  Ella	  had	  encountered	  the	  stereotype	  personally:	  

The	   thing	   is	   being	   an	   Asian	   woman	   in	   Iceland	   there's	   a	   lot	  
harsh	   stereotypes	   like	   you	   know,	   being	   married	   to	   older	  
Icelandic	   man	   and	   stuff.	   I’ve	   been	   asked	   you	   know	   like	   do	   I	  
have	   an	   older	   Icelandic	   husband	   or	   whatever	   so	   you	   know	  
that's	  a	  very	   strong	  stereotype	  and	   it's	  actually	   true	   for	   some	  
you	  know.	  

In	  the	  beginning,	  Ella	  found	  it	  disturbing	  when	  she	  was	  asked	  if	  she	  had	  
an	  older	  husband,	  but	  after	  a	  while	  she	  took	  a	  light	  approach	  not	  to	  let	  the	  
prejudice	  bother	  her:	  

At	   first	   I	   found	   it	  very	  humiliating	   like	  you	  know	   I	  am	  not	   like	  
everyone	  else	  but	  I	  just	  laugh	  at	  it	  now.	  Now	  if	  they	  say	  so	  like	  
if	  someone	  asks	  me,	  you	  know…	  did	  you	  come	  here	  because	  of	  
an	   Icelandic,	   are	   you	  a	  mail	   order	  bride.	   I	   just	   laugh	  at	   it.	   It's	  
true	  for	  some	  people	  but	  I	  am	  not…	  it's	  not	  me.	  	  

Wati	   remarked	   that	   despite	   the	   women’s	   personal	   motivation	   to	  
migrate	  to	  Iceland,	  since	  they	  were	  already	  in	  Iceland,	  these	  women	  should	  
be	   treated	   as	   a	   part	   of	   the	   society	   and	   instead	   of	   “giving	   them	   negative	  
attitude	  which	   don’t	   help	   at	   all”.	   Instead,	   Icelandic	   society	   ought	   to	   help	  
these	  women	  integrate	  into	  the	  society.	  Ella	  was	  in	  the	  same	  tone	  as	  Wati	  
about	  the	  stereotype	  which	  were	  true	  in	  some	  cases	  but	  should	  be	  treated	  
tactfully,	   “I	   know	   Asian	   women	   that	   have	   you	   know	   elderly	   Icelandic	  
husbands	  but	  some	  of	  them	  are	  happy	  some	  of	  them	  are	  not,	  you	  know	  like	  
in	  any	  relationship.”	  

Thuy	   explained	   that	   the	   widespread	   stereotypes	   of	   Asian	   women	  
needed	  to	  be	  annihilated.	  She	  also	  reflected	  her	  concern	  over	  the	  fact	  that	  
Asian	   women	   were	   robustly	   portrayed	   as	   uneducated	   women	   with	  
disadvantaged	   backgrounds,	  while	   in	   reality	   it	   should	   be	   closely	   observed	  
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about	   the	   quality	   of	   life	   these	   women	   had.	  Many	   of	   these	   women	   were	  
content	  with	  what	  they	  had	  and	  did.	  They	  were	  contributing	  in	  the	  society	  
and	  pursued	  their	  dreams	  without	  being	  dependent	  on	  social	  welfare:	  

I	   don’t	   know	   how	   much	   is	   this	   for	   myself	   but	   I	   am	   thinking	  
about	  the	  issue	  that	  I	  used	  to	  struggle	  with,	  is	  that	  how	  do	  we	  
change	  the	  image	  of	  the	  Asian	  women	  in	  this	  country.	  How	  do	  
we	  wipe…	  but	  that’s	  one	  of	  the	  issue.	  You	  also	  have	  to	  take	  a	  
look	  at	  the	  quality	  of	  life	  of	  these	  women.	  Some	  are	  just	  happy	  
the	  way	  they	  are.	  I	  don't	  like	  the	  ideas	  saying	  they're	  unhappy	  
no...	   not	   necessarily.	   They	   have	   their	   own	   community,	   they	  
have	  their	  family	  and	  the	  children	  helping	  them.	  People	  choose	  
the	   way	   they	   live	   and	   there's	   plenty	   of	   Asian	   women	  
particularly	   very	   educated	   but	   even	   they	   are	   not	   educated	  
they're	  contributing	   to	   this	  country	   just	   like	   Icelandic	  women.	  
We	  have	  to	  stop	  pushing	  for	  Icelandic,	  in	  Icelandic	  history	  now	  
that	  immigrants	  contribute	  to	  the	  economy	  of	  this	  country.	  We	  
don't	   have	   to	   feel	   indebted	   to	   them.	   We	   are	   a	   part	   of	   this	  
society.	  We	  help	   it	   to	   build	   it.	  Who	  built	   it	   before,	   good,	   but	  
now	  we	  help	   to	  build	   it	   and	  we	  claim	  our	   space.	  We	  need	   to	  
claim	  our	  space.	  	  	  

The	   other	   apparent	   stereotype	  of	   Asian	  women	   in	   Iceland	   is	   that	   they	  
are	  uneducated	  and	   lack	  proficiency	   in	   Icelandic	   language.	  Rione	  observed	  
this	  among	  her	  Filipino	  friends:	  

The	  main	  issues	  here	  the	  main	  problem	  here.	  The	  only	  problem	  
here	   is	   the	  Asian,	   they're	  having	   really	  had	   time	   to	  adapt	   the	  
culture	   of	   Icelandic	   and	   sometimes	   because	   they	   cannot	   talk	  
fluently	   of	   Icelandic.	   They	   are	   instead	   of	   asking	   for	   help	   they	  
just	  you	  know…	  no	  I	  don't	  talk,	  I	  am	  shy.	  That	  is	  the	  only	  thing.	  

In	  Wati’s	  opinion,	  the	  reasons	  that	  these	  stereotypes	  exist	  were	  mainly	  
because	   many	   young	   Asian	   women	   who	   did	   come	   from	   disadvantaged	  
backgrounds	   and	   were	   married	   to	   older	   Icelandic	   men	   did	   not	   have	   the	  
incentive	  to	   learn	   Icelandic.	  They	  normally	  worked	   in	  unskilled	   labour	  that	  
required	   basic	   Icelandic	   skills.	   But	   in	   recent	   years	   there	   were	   many	  
educated	  Asian	  women	  who	  married	  younger	  Icelandic	  men	  and	  were	  able	  
to	  speak	  Icelandic	  properly.	  But	  because	  the	  stereotypes	  of	  disadvantaged	  
and	  uneducated	  Asian	  women	  had	  been	   ingrained	   in	   Icelandic	   society	   for	  
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many	   years,	   it	   would	   rather	   be	   challenging	   to	   banish	   the	   stereotype	  
completely.	  Essentially,	  Wati	  added,	  Icelandic	  society	  did	  not	  bother	  to	  get	  
to	   know	   the	   cultural	   background	   of	   these	   women,	   or	   even	   question	  
whether	   the	   stereotypes	   were	   true	   since	   they	   already	   persisted	   in	  
Icelanders’	  minds.	   Therefore,	  Wati	   thought	   Icelandic	   language	   acquisition	  
was	   very	   important	   so	   educated	   Asian	   women	   could	   have	   more	  
opportunities	   to	  obtain	  a	   job	   that	   suit	   their	  education	  and	  be	  accepted	   in	  
the	  society:	  	  

The	   key	   is	   just	   to	   give	   them	   a	   chance	   to	   learn	   the	   language	  
because	  as	   I	   said	  my	  own	  personal	  experience	  because	   in	   the	  
beginning	  they	  just	  looked	  down	  on	  me,	  Asian	  woman.	  As	  soon	  
as	  they	  found	  out	  that	  I	  speak	  proper	  Icelandic	  and	  I	  don't	  have	  
any	  problem	  expressing	  myself	  in	  Icelandic,	  I	  receive	  an	  instant	  
appreciation.	  

The	   assumption	   that	   Asian	   women	   immigrants	   in	   Iceland	   mostly	   do	  
manual	  labour	  jobs	  that	  do	  not	  require	  any	  skills	  or	  education	  provoked	  the	  
stereotype	   of	   uneducated	   Asian	   women,	   which	   affects	   the	   availability	   of	  
jobs	   offered.	   Lack	   of	   opportunities	   in	   professional	   fields	   was	   one	   of	   the	  
concerns	  of	  many	  educated	  immigrants,	  as	  Andy	  pointed	  out:	  

That	   is	   only	   one	   thing	   I	   really	   feel	   in	   that	  way	   is	   only	   I	   came	  
here	  after	   so	  many	  years	  and	   I	  am	  still	   yet	   to	  get	  a	  good	   job.	  
And	  why	  am	  I	  not	  being	  treated	  with	  respect	  because	  it	  might	  
just	   be	   the	   stereotype	   and	   think	   I	   am	   just	   another	   Asian	  
woman	   who	   just	   you	   know	   want	   to	   marry	   a	   Caucasian	   and	  
then	  get	  a	  good	  life.	  

Apparently,	  despite	  the	  common	  stereotypes	  found	  in	  Icelandic	  society,	  
all	   of	   the	  participants	   came	   to	   an	  understanding	   that	   it	  was	  not	  merely	   a	  
simple	   equation	   of	   race	   and	   gender.	   It	   gravitated	   more	   into	   categorizing	  
people	   based	   on	   race	   rather	   than	   gender,	   as	   Andy	   described,	   the	   gender	  
equality	  in	  Iceland	  had	  been	  notably	  proven	  outstanding.	  	  

The	   stereotypes	   not	   only	   impact	   the	   society	   in	   general	   but	   also	   the	  
husbands	   of	   these	   Asian	   women.	   Seemingly	   the	   stereotypes	   affect	   the	  
husbands’	  expectation	  towards	  their	  Asian	  wives,	  which	  generates	  conflicts	  
in	   the	   marriage.	   When	   Wati	   was	   married	   to	   her	   Icelandic	   husband,	   she	  
gauged	  her	  husband’s	   expectation	  of	   her	   to	  behave	   as	   a	   traditional	  Asian	  
woman	  according	  to	  the	  stereotypes:	  
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You	  got	   that	   feeling	  and	  our	  partner	  sees	   it.	   It	  could	  be…	  you	  
know	  I’ll	  benefits	  for	  having	  obedient	  wife	  or	  benefit	  for	  having	  
a	  wife	  who	  serve	  me	  and	  his	  only	  chance	  to	  get	  those	  benefits	  
you	  know.	  When	  I	  was	  married	  to	  my	  Icelandic	  husband	  and	  he	  
had	  this	   idea	  about	  my	  culture	  and	  he	  has	  some	  expectations	  
and	   those	   for	  example…	   I	  don't	   know	  where	  he	  got	   that	   idea	  
from,	   like	   he	  was	   sort	   of	  making	   joke	   that	   I	   have	   to	   prepare,	  
get	  his	  coffee,	  cook	  for	  him	  after	  I	  come	  back	  from	  school,	  you	  
know.	  There	  were	  some	  expectations	  during	  that	  marriage	  that	  
I	   had	   to	   be	   a	   devoted	  wife	   because	   that	  was	   he	   had	   learned	  
about	  getting	  married	  to	  an	  Asian	  woman.	  

Related	  to	  Wati’s	  experience	  above,	  all	  participants	  responded	  that	  they	  
had	  managed	  adjusting	   themselves	   to	   Icelandic	  norms,	  which	  emphasized	  
equality	   between	   genders.	   In	   an	   attempt	   to	   fight	   the	   stereotype	   of	   Asian	  
women,	   Ella	   was	   determined	   to	   live	   her	   life	   by	   her	   own	   rule	   and	   went	  
against	   the	  mainstream	   type	   of	   Asian	  woman	  who	   cooks	   and	   cleans.	   She	  
admitted	   that	   her	   behaviour	   sometimes	   created	   conflicts	   with	   her	  
boyfriend	  but	  Ella	  would	  not	  have	  it	  any	  other	  way.	  In	  doing	  so,	  she	  hoped	  
it	  would	  help	  in	  promoting	  a	  positive	  image	  of	  Asian	  women	  to	  combat	  the	  
mainstream	   stereotypes.	   She	  wanted	   the	   society	   to	   recognize	   that	  not	   all	  
Asian	  women	  fit	   the	  stereotypes,	  and	  yet	  she	  acknowledged	  that	   it	  would	  
be	  a	  slow	  process.	  For	  Rione	  whose	  husband	  was	  Filipino,	  she	  could	  feel	  the	  
difference	   of	   how	   Icelandic	   society	   and	   Filipino	   society	   portrayed	   gender	  
equality:	  

The	  woman	  here	   they	   can	  do	  whatever	   they	  want	   but	   in	   the	  
Philippines	  is	  really	  the	  culture	  because	  for	  example	  if	  you're	  a	  
wife	   you'll	   just	   only	   be	   in	   the	   home,	   feeding	   your	   child…	   but	  
here	  you	  can	  choose,	  if	  you	  want	  to	  stay	  home	  or	  you	  want	  to	  
work	  and	  taking	  care	  of	  kids	  and	  everything.	  

A	  similar	  pattern	  is	  evident	  among	  participants.	  They	  declared	  that	  they	  
did	   not	   they	   did	   not	   conduct	   themselves	   as	   a	   typical	   Asian	   woman.	   Ima	  
firmly	   spoke	   of	   the	   ground	   rules	   she	   applied	   in	   terms	   of	   balancing	   the	  
household	   chores.	  Despite	   her	   cultural	   background	   and	   ethnicity,	   instilled	  
by	  the	  term	  of	  modern	  society	  where	  husband	  and	  wife	  shared	  the	  burden	  
of	  domestic	   chores	  equally,	   Ima	   insisted	   that	  her	  husband	  did	  50%	  of	   the	  
chores,	  including	  ironing	  his	  own	  shirts,	  which	  her	  husband	  complied	  with.	  	  
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7.7 	   Icelandic	  Society	  and	  Perceived	  Treatment	  (Social	  
	   Support	  and	  Sense	  of	  Acceptance)	  

Related	   to	   the	   discussion	   above,	   I	  was	   compelled	   to	   find	   out	  more	   about	  
how	  these	  women	  perceived	  the	   treatment	   they	  received	   from	   Icelanders	  
in	   their	   professional	   and	   personal	   life.	   I	   also	   investigated	   whether	   this	  
treatment	   had	   any	   impact	   on	   their	   life	   and	   how	   they	   perceived	   Icelandic	  
society.	  When	   I	   asked	   Ima	   about	   this	   issue,	   she	   answered	   me	   indolently	  
that	  she	  would	  always	  be	  seen	  as	  foreigner	  in	  Iceland,	  “They	  would	  still	  put	  
us	   first	   and	   foremost	   as	   an	   útlendingar	   (foreigner),	   even	   though	   you've	  
been	   living	   here	   for	   many	   many	   years,	   they	   would	   still	   put	   you	   as	  
útlendingar	  (foreigner).”	   Ima	  believed	  that	  the	  reason	  she	  was	  not	  offered	  
the	  position	  as	  the	  head	  of	  the	  department	  at	  her	  workplace	  was	  due	  to	  her	  
status	  as	  a	  foreigner,	  “Well	  of	  course,	  that’s	  for	  sure	  I	  mean	  you	  would	  be	  
guaranteed	   you'd	   be	   asked	   first,	   but	   not	   if	   you're	   a	   foreigner.”	   But	   she	  
quickly	  added	  that	  normally	  the	  reason	  for	  it	  was	  “the	  language	  thingy”,	  the	  
main	   hindrance.	   In	   spite	   of	   lacking	   in	   opportunity,	   Ima	   felt	   accepted	   and	  
treated	  equally	  by	  her	  co-‐workers	  and	  parents	  of	  her	  students.	  	  

Some	   participants	   described	   to	   me	   their	   experiences	   dealing	   with	  
prejudice	  and	  racism.	  They	  believed	  that	   their	   race	  as	  Asian	  was	  the	  main	  
foundation	  of	   the	  prejudicial	  and	  discriminating	   treatments	   they	   received.	  
Andy	   observed,	   based	   on	   the	   physical	   appearance	   as	   Asian,	   she	   would	  
never	  get	  the	  same	  treatment	  as	  if	  she	  were	  an	  Icelander	  (Caucasian):	  

I	  mean	   this	   one	   you	   cannot	   change	   at	   all	   because	   no	  matter	  
what,	   our	   face	   doesn't	   look	   Icelandic	   at	   all	   even	   for	   a	  
Caucasian.	  Obviously	  you	  are	  not	  from	  their	  country	  in	  the	  first	  
place.	  Of	   course	   I	   can	   feel	   you	  know	  no	  matter	  what	  we	  are,	  
not	   the	   pure	   Icelandic	   and	  maybe	   you	   not	   get	   the	   real	   equal	  
look	  or	  equal	  treatment	  for	  certain	  thing.	  

She	   added	   further	   in	   a	   frustrated	   voice	   that	   she	   didn’t	   receive	   equal	  
treatment	  from	  Icelanders.	  She	  referred	  to	  the	  kind	  of	  service	  she	  received	  
at	  the	  shops:	  	  

Sometimes	   I	   have	   the	   same	   example,	  maybe	   either	   they	   just	  
say	   hi	   hallo	   then	   they	   just	   stop	   there	   but	   when	   another	   like	  
Icelandic	   come	   they	  were	   like	   super	   friendly	   start	   talking	   and	  
showing	  them	  the	  product,	  this	  is	  a	  little	  bit	  not	  nice.	  
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Andy	  and	  her	  husband	  were	  also	  rejected	  3	  times	  when	  they	  applied	  for	  
rental	  subsidy	  (she	  was	  unemployed	  at	  that	  time):	  	  

We	   even	   try	   to	   apply	   this	   rent	   support,	   that	   time	   I	   wasn't	  
working	  so	  give	  me	  good	  reason	  why	  we	  couldn't	  get	   it.	  They	  
reject	  us	  3	  times.	  I	  don't	  understand,	  you	  know	  because	  like	  in	  
one	  family	  if	  one	  spouse	  is	  working	  one	  is	  not,	  no	  matter	  what	  
by	   right	   you	   still	   get	   a	   support,	   cause	  we	  are	   just	   renting	   the	  
house,	   it's	   not	   cheap	   nowadays.	   It	   doesn't	  matter	   how	  much	  
my	   husband	   earn	   because	   he	   still	   pays	   a	   lot	   of	   tax.	   I	   am	   not	  
working	  but	  I	  still	  pay	  tax	  so	  why	  they	  reject	  us	  this	  is	  not	  good	  
full	  treatment.	  

Despite	  her	  disappointment	  with	  the	  system,	  she	  was	  satisfied	  with	  the	  
medical	  benefits	  she	  received	  due	  to	  her	  health	  conditions.	  Another	  impact	  
of	  her	  being	  Asian	  and	  a	  foreigner	  partly	  influenced	  the	  lack	  of	  opportunity	  
she	  received	  in	  professional	  field:	  

That	   is	  the	  part	  I	  feel	  that	  this	  society	  is	  not	  really	  acceptance	  
you	  know	  Asian	  people	  with	  higher	  education.	  I	  mean	  also	  we	  
see	   because	   it's	   not	   that	   they	   don't	   have	   education	   but	   just	  
because	  of	  the	  chances	  given	  is	  very	  less	  and	  they	  are	  not	  even	  
willing	  to	  accept	  people.	  So	  I	  can	  see	  a	  lot	  of	  Asian	  people	  end	  
up	   you	   know	   mostly	   just	   cleaning	   job	   with	   high	   education.	  
They	   don't	   even	   know,	   well	   of	   course,	   yes	   of	   course	   it's	   like	  
because	  I	  cannot	  get	  a	  proper	  job	  you	  know.	  	   	  

Similar	  to	  other	  participants,	  Thuy	  didn’t	  feel	  fully	  accepted	  by	  Icelandic	  
society.	   She	   had	   a	   close	   group	   of	   people	   in	   her	   social	   and	   professional	  
settings	   where	   she	   felt	   accepted,	   but	   once	   she	   stepped	   out	   from	   the	  
groups,	   she	   would	   be	   treated	   differently,	   which	   left	   her	   feel	   like	   an	  
outsider:	  

I	  have	  a	  group	  of	  people	  I	  associate	  with.	  If	  I	  stay	  in	  this	  group,	  
whole	  group	  of	  these	  people	  then	  I	  don't	  get	  prejudice	  against,	  
but	  as	  soon	  as	  I	  came	  out	  of	  this	  group	  then	  I	  start…	  not	  they	  
don't	   do	   anything	   really	   harm	   but	   I	   can	   feel	   the	   prejudice	  
towards	  me.	  
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Thuy	   described	   to	   me	   her	   unique	   experiences	   in	   which	   she	   thought	  
there	  was	   racial	  prejudice.	  When	  she	  was	  hosting	  a	  meeting	  at	  her	  house	  
and	  was	  greeting	  the	  guests,	  an	  Icelandic	  woman	  mistook	  Thuy	  as	  the	  maid	  
not	   the	  house	  owner.	   The	  other	   incident	  was	  when	  Thuy	  went	   to	   a	   radio	  
station	   for	  an	   interview	  and	  asked	   for	  a	   specific	  person	  who	  was	  going	   to	  
interview	   her	   but	   once	   again	   she	   was	   mistaken	   for	   asking	   to	   talk	   to	  
someone	   who	   was	   in	   charge	   in	   the	   kitchen.	   Thuy	   believed	   that	   her	  
experiences	   with	   racial	   discrimination	   were	   due	   to	   her	   race	   as	   an	   Asian	  
woman:	  	  

Because	   I	   am	   Asian,	   so	  maybe	   that’s	   why.	   In	   this	   sense	   of	   a	  
race	   I	   think	  about	   the	  prejudice	   that…	   it	  doesn’t	  matter,	   they	  
don’t	  see	  the	  way	  you	  carry	  yourself,	  what	  you	  wear,	  they	  just	  
see	  your	  face	  and	  you’re	  an	  Asian.	  

Regardless	  of	   how	   the	  experiences	  had	  made	  Thuy	   feel	   small	   and	   sad,	  
they	   did	   not	   discourage	   her,	   in	   fact	   they	   made	   her	   stronger	   and	   more	  
determined	  to	  conquer	  the	  stereotypes.	  

Wati	  also	   recalled	  an	  unpleasant	  experience	   that	  happened	   to	  her	  and	  
her	  friends	  a	  few	  years	  ago	  when	  they	  were	  denied	  entry	  to	  a	  posh	  club	  in	  
Reykjavík.	  When	  they	  insisted	  further	  explanation,	  they	  were	  informed	  that	  
the	  doorman	  could	  not	  let	  Asian	  women	  to	  enter	  the	  club	  because	  it	  would	  
damage	  the	  club’s	  reputation:	  	  

We	  weren't	  accepted	  at	   this	  place	  because	  definitely	  because	  
we	   were	   Asian	   and	   that	   wasn't	   very	   nice.	   Definitely	   the	  
doorman	  or	  the	  bodyguard	  at	  the	  place	  who's	  just	  refusing	  me	  
and	  my	   friends	   to	  get	   inside	   for	   that	  and	   that	  we	  didn't	  have	  
formal	  reason	  at	  all	  because	  our	  skin	  colour.	  

Wati	  corroborated	  that	  being	  accepted	  in	  Icelandic	  society	  was	  probably	  
related	  to	  the	  Western	  culture	  where	  people	  tended	  to	  be	  more	  reserved	  
and	  individualistic,	  unlike	  Asian	  culture:	  

The	   culture	   itself	   is	   typical	   of	  Western	   culture	   where	   people	  
are	  much	  more	   private	   and	   also	   they	   tend	   to	   be	  much	  more	  
closer	  so	  for	  foreigners	  like	  us	  is	  not	  easy	  to	  get	  involved	  with	  
the	   Icelandic	   people.	   I	   think	   while	   we're	   from	   Indonesia,	   our	  
society	  is	  more	  open.	  We	  have	  the	  need	  to	  be	  welcomed,	  just	  
to	  be	  a	  part	  of	  the	  society	  but	  it's	  rather	  hard	  in	  Iceland.	  	  
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The	   feeling	   of	   acceptance	   was	   important	   for	   Wati’s	   motivation	   to	  
integrate	  into	  the	  society,	  but	  again	  she	  indicated	  that	  it	  was	  due	  to	  cultural	  
differences	   between	   “East	   and	  West”.	   She	   came	   to	   terms	   that	   she	  would	  
accept	  the	  situation	  as	  it	  was	  and	  would	  not	  put	  herself	  in	  a	  situation	  where	  
she	  felt	  she	  was	  not	  welcomed:	  

That	  was	  probably	  the	  reason	  why	  as	  I	  said	  to	  you	  the	  Icelandic	  
society	   tends	   to	   be	   much…	   tends	   to	   be	   closed	   and	   for	  
foreigners	   for	  us	  not	  having	   this	  welcome	  atmosphere	  makes	  
us	  just	  have	  any	  doubt,	  and	  lots	  of	  doubts	  just	  to	  be	  involved	  in	  
any	   engaging	   social	   activities.	   It's	   going	   to	   be	   a	   long	   road	   for	  
me	   and	   they	  won't	   be	   comfortable	   to	   have	  me	   around	   them	  
and	   I	  don't	   feel	   comfortable	  either.	   I	   think	   it	  has	   to	   come…	   it	  
has	  to	  be	  like	  mutual	  desire	  you	  know,	  my	  desire	  to	  be	  part	  of	  
the	   society	   and	   the	   society	   desire	   to	   embrace	   a	   foreigner.	   If	  
this	   mutual	   desire	   exist	   then	   the	   collation	   would	   be	   much	  
easier,	  you	  know.	  We	  live	  in	  a	  society	  where	  we	  have	  to	  work	  
really	  hard,	  we	  don't	  have	  that	  so	  much	  energy	  to	  put	  yourself	  
into	  something	  too	  challenging.	  

Wati	  also	  sensed	  different	  treatments	  in	  various	  situations,	  for	  example	  
at	  work	   she	   felt	   accepted	  by	  her	   former	   co-‐workers	  but	  only	   in	   the	  office	  
environment,	  not	  socially:	  

No,	  of	  course	  not…	  as	  my	  explanation	  before	   is	  related	  to	  the	  
situation,	   I	   am	  as	   a	   foreigner.	   They're	  not	  welcome	  as	   I	  were	  
Icelander	  and	  having	  been	   in	   the	   same	  company	   for	  7	  years	   I	  
would	  have	  been	  part	  of	   the	  group,	  part	  of	   the	  chat	  group	  at	  
work	  you	  know.	  Because	  those	  people	   that	   I've	  been	  working	  
with	   they've	   been	  working	   at	   the	   company	   for	   ages	  maybe	   a	  
lot	   longer	  than	  me	  and	  they're	   just	   like	  a	   little	  family	  at	  work.	  
Because	   I	   am	   a	   foreigner	   it's	   really	   hard	   for	  me	   to	   get	   in	   the	  
society,	  the	  to	  be	  one	  of	  them,	  even	  though	  I've	  been	  working	  
there	  for	  7	  years.	  

Respectively,	   the	   impact	   of	   Wati’s	   unpleasant	   experience	   shaped	   her	  
attitude	   towards	   Icelandic	   society.	   Feeling	   unsupported	   and	   unaccepted,	  
Wati	  became	  more	  cautious	  and	  reserved	  in	  socializing	  with	  Icelanders	  for	  
the	  feeling	  of	  not	  belonging	  to	  the	  society.	  
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One	   of	   the	   distinctive	   points	   shared	   among	   participants	   was	   language	  
skills,	   the	   most	   important	   part	   in	   their	   cultural	   adaptation	   and	   social	  
participation	  in	  Iceland.	  Ella	  did	  not	  feel	  completely	  accepted	  in	  the	  society	  
because	  lack	  of	  Icelandic	  skills.	  She	  was	  very	  conscious	  of	  her	  Icelandic	  such	  
that	  she	  rarely	  participated	  in	  conversations	  or	  debates	  among	  her	  friends	  
or	  co-‐workers:	  	  

I	   still	   have	   to	   learn.	   I	   still	   have	   more	   to	   go	   in	   order	   to	   be	  
completely	  accepted	  cause	  it's	  really	  like	  if	  you	  speak	  perfectly	  
you	  know.	  That's	  as	  much	  as	  you	  can	  go	  if	  you	  speak	  perfectly	  
then	  you	  know	  and	  you	  speak	  in	  the	  same	  way	  as	  they	  do.	  

In	  certain	  occasions,	  Ella	  would	  feel	  embarrassed	  for	  not	  comprehending	  
about	  a	  particular	  event	  or	  topic:	  

It's	   still	   depressing	   in	   a	   sense	   that	   like	   some	   of	   my	   friends	  
would	  talk	  about	  one	  thing	  and	  I	  don't	  know	  nothing	  about	  it,	  
like	  you	  know	  what	  the	  say	  in	  this	  and	  that	  and	  I'd	  be	  like	  what	  
are	  you	  talking	  about	  and	  it's	  like	  embarrassing…	  

However,	  the	  hindrance	  did	  not	  discourage	  Ella,	  in	  fact	  it	  motivated	  her	  
to	  learn	  more	  about	  the	  culture	  and	  society	  so	  she	  could	  participate	  more	  
actively,	  “I	  think	  it's	  like	  it's	  a	  hard	  motivation	  but	  it	  is	  a	  motivation	  to	  learn	  
more	  and	  because	  I	  want	  to	  live	  here	  and	  I	  feel	  comfortable	  here.”	  	  

Due	   to	   language	   barrier,	   Wati	   reported	   the	   feeling	   of	   not	   having	   the	  
same	   opportunity	   in	   professional	   setting,	   “The	   opportunity	   at	   work	   of	  
course	   because	   I	   don't	   speak	   Icelandic	   as	   well	   as	   they	   do,	   my	   chance	   to	  
have	  a	  better	  position	  is	  much	  smaller	  than	  if	  I	  were	  an	  Icelander.”	  It’s	  not	  
merely	   the	   language	   barrier	   that	   created	   a	   lack	   opportunity	   at	   work	   but	  
also	  the	  tendency	  of	  Icelandic	  people	  to	  socialize	  within	  their	  ethnic	  group,	  
which	   Wati	   described	   as	   a	   “solid	   closeness	   to	   the	   networking”.	   	   Wati	  
believed	   that	   her	   chance	   to	   have	   a	   better	   position	   at	  work	  was	   very	   slim	  
compared	   to	   her	   former	   Icelandic	   co-‐workers	   even	   though	   she	   had	   the	  
education	  and	  experience	  for	  it:	  

I	  have	  the	  constant	  feeling	  that	  my	  chance	  for	  example	  at	  work	  
to	   compete	   with	   my	   Icelandic	   colleagues	   to	   have	   a	   better	  
position	   is	   rather	   slimmer	   so	  when	   they	  put	  effort	   like	  50%,	   I	  
have	   to	   put	   myself	   like	   all	   out	   like	   150%.	   First	   of	   all	   is	   the	  
language	  difficulties	  and	  second	  of	  all	  is	  because	  probably	  I	  am	  
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not…	  this	  is	  just	  their	  closeness	  to	  the	  networking	  and	  at	  work	  
is	  more	  solid	  than	  me.	  

Wati	  was	   frustrated	  at	   the	  beginning	  because	   she	   could	  not	   find	   a	   job	  
that	  suited	  her	  education	  and	  she	  had	  to	  settle	  for	  a	  job	  at	  a	  preschool	  due	  
to	   her	   inability	   to	   speak	   Icelandic	   fluently.	   But	  Wati	   assured	  me	   that	   her	  
experience	   was	   not	   exclusive,	   as	   she	   heard	   from	   other	   immigrants	   with	  
similar	  experience	  on	  the	  lack	  of	  job	  opportunities	  due	  to	  language	  barrier	  
among	   educated	   immigrants,	   not	   because	   of	   the	   lack	   of	   education	   or	  
professional	   skills.	   Wati	   also	   pointed	   out	   that	   the	   reason	   for	   the	  
incompetence	   in	   language	   skills	   among	   immigrants	  was	  affected	  by	   costly	  
Icelandic	  courses.	  In	  the	  sphere	  of	  language	  skills,	  Thuy	  acknowledged	  that	  
her	   imperfection	   of	   Icelandic	   perceived	   by	   Icelanders	   would	   affect	   her	  
credibility	   in	   her	   professional	   and	   social	   environments.	   Akin	   to	   other	  
participants,	   Thuy	   sometimes	   felt	   that	   her	   capabilities	   and	   intellectual	  
knowledge	   were	   scrutinized	   based	   on	   her	   Icelandic.	   But	   even	   so,	   Thuy	  
refused	  to	  be	  a	  victim	  in	  this	  situation	  and	  withstood	  the	  challenges.	  Thuy	  
conveyed	   her	   concern	   that	   her	   race	   and	   Icelandic	   might	   obstruct	   her	  
opportunity	  to	  find	  a	  proper	  job	  after	  she	  completed	  her	  study.	  

Although	   most	   of	   the	   participants	   felt	   they	   didn’t	   get	   the	   same	  
opportunity	   and	   support	   as	   if	   they	   were	   Icelanders,	   nevertheless	   they	  
believed	   they	   were	   treated	   equally.	   Being	   a	   foreigner	   with	   a	   different	  
cultural	  background	  could	  have	  some	  advantages	  as	  well,	  as	  Ima	  described	  
that	   she	   was	   accepted	   into	   the	   groups	   of	   Icelandic	   students	   at	   the	  
university	  when	  working	  on	  group	  projects	  because	  of	  her	  knowledge	  and	  
experiences	  as	  an	  immigrant	  (foreigner).	  Rione	  praised	  her	  co-‐workers	  and	  
the	   principal	   she	   was	   working	   at	   as	   being	   supportive	   and	   always	  
encouraging	  her.	  Rione	  felt	  indebted	  to	  her	  principal	  who	  helped	  her	  attain	  
her	  teacher	  certificate	   in	   Iceland.	  As	  opposed	  to	   Ima’s	  experience,	  despite	  
being	   less	   proficient	   in	   Icelandic	   language,	   Rione	   was	   trusted	   to	   be	   in	  
charge	  as	  a	  head	  of	  department	  of	  the	  youngest	  children.	  	  

Ella	   noticed	   that	   Icelanders	   were	   making	   an	   effort	   to	   change	   their	  
attitudes	   toward	   immigrants.	   One	   of	   the	   examples	   was	   the	   job	   that	   Ella	  
obtained	  in	  spite	  of	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  didn’t	  speak	  Icelandic	  fluently	  and	  only	  
had	   an	   undergraduate	   degree.	   This	   recognition	   helped	   Ella	   to	   feel	   more	  
confident	  about	  her	  capability	  including	  her	  future	  and	  other	  immigrants’	  in	  
this	  country.	  Ella	  proudly	  asserted	  that	  her	  achievements	  were	  solely	  based	  
on	  her	  own	  capabilities	  without	  any	  help	  (she	  was	  referring	  to	  her	  Icelandic	  
friends	  who	  got	  a	   job	  through	  family	  connections).	  The	  mere	  fact	  that	  she	  
had	  no	  connections	  that	  could	  help	  her	  motivated	  her	  to	  work	  even	  harder:	  	  
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I	   may	   not	   have	   the	   same	   contact	   as	   an	   Icelander	   have,	   you	  
know.	  What	  I	  mean,	  cause	  I	  have	  Icelandic	  friends	  who	  got	  into	  
a	  really	  good	  job	  because	  their	  parents	  or	  friends	  with	  this	  and	  
that	  you	  know	  what	  I	  mean.	  So...	  you	  know	  I	  am	  missing	  in	  that	  
part,	  but	  I	  think	  you	  know	  it	  makes	  me	  work	  harder	  for	  what	  I	  
have	  now	   I	   can	  say	   like	  proudly	   that	  you	  know	  whatever	   I	  do	  
now	  I've	  done	  all	  on	  my	  own	  you	  know.	  

In	   terms	   of	   social	   support,	   Wati	   found	   it	   difficult	   to	   acquire	   proper	  
support	   from	  the	  society	  when	  she	  decided	   to	   leave	  her	  abusive	  alcoholic	  
husband.	   She	   was	   feeling	   both	   insecure	   and	   emotionally	   distraught.	   She	  
neither	  had	  a	  place	   to	  go	  nor	   support	   system.	  The	  only	  help	   she	   received	  
was	   from	  the	  women’s	   shelter	   that	  picked	  her	  up	  and	   let	  her	   stay	   for	  1.5	  
days	  until	   she	   found	  a	  place	   to	  stay.	  Being	  a	   foreigner	   in	  a	  country	  where	  
she	  didn’t	  know	  the	  system,	  Wati	  struggled	  immensely	  to	  start	  a	  new	  life	  on	  
her	  own.	  She	  had	  to	  quit	  her	  school,	  which	  was	  the	  main	  reason	  she	  came	  
to	   Iceland	   and	   was	   forced	   to	   take	   a	   job	   that	   she	   didn’t	   like	   in	   order	   to	  
survive:	  	  

That	  was	  the	  moment	  when	  I	  just	  realized	  that	  I	  as	  a	  foreigner	  
there	  was	  no	  way,	  there's	  no	  support	  or	  whatsoever	  you	  know	  
in	   somebody	  who	   just	   ran	  away	   from	  abusive	  husband	  which	  
was	   Icelander.	   Try	   to	   be	  on	   your	   own	   and	  were	   in	   a	   position	  
where	  you	  were	  in	  school	  and	  you	  just	  didn't	  have	  anybody	  to	  
talk	  to.	  

Drawing	   from	  her	   experience,	  Wati	   anticipated	   an	   improved	   system	   in	  
social	   services,	  especially	   for	   foreigners.	  Many	  Asian	  women	  who	  came	  to	  
Iceland	  for	  marriage	  purposes,	  and	  when	  the	  marriage	  didn’t	  go	  well,	  were	  
afraid	  to	   leave	  their	  abusive	  husbands	  so	  they	  had	  no	  choice	  but	  to	   live	   in	  
fear	   in	   a	   foreign	   country	   without	   any	   network	   of	   support.	   The	   most	  
important	  part	  was	  to	  provide	  more	  information	  and	  accessible	  services	  for	  
foreign	  women:	  

The	  social	  service	  in	  Iceland	  maybe…	  they	  could	  be	  much	  more	  
approachable	  and	  the	  foreigners	  have	  like	  enough	  information	  
in	   terms	  of	   institution	  which	  offers	  all	   kind	  of	  help,	  because	   I	  
think	  most	  of	  foreign	  women	  who	  come	  to	  Iceland	  they	  come	  
here	  because	  of	  marriage	  and	  the	  marriage	  don't	  work	  out	  and	  
that	   is	   when	   the	   problem	   starts….	   They're	   very	   afraid,	   they	  
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have	  nowhere	  else	  to	  go	  and	  I	  think	  it	  against	  the	  principle	  of	  
the	   Icelandic	   society	   itself	   letting	   somebody	   lives	   in	   fear	   and	  
those	  ones	  those	  women	  they	  live	  in	  fear.	  

Wati	  also	   found	   it	  beneficial	   if	   the	  government	  provided	  social	   support	  
for	   these	   foreign	   women,	   for	   instance	   affordable	   language	   courses	   and	  
more	   information	   in	  any	  sector	  of	  social	   life,	  preferably	   in	  a	   language	  that	  
they	  would	   understand.	   This	  would	   not	   only	   offer	   the	  women	   a	   sense	   of	  
acceptance	   in	   the	   society	   but	   also	   would	   encourage	   them	   to	   be	  
independent,	   and	   get	   a	   better	   job	   instead	   of	   being	   dependent	   on	   social	  
welfare:	  

My	   expectation	   from	   Icelandic	   society	   that	   we	   expect	   in	   this	  
case	  is	  for	  foreign	  women	  receive	  enough	  support	  in	  terms	  of…	  
for	   example	   as	   I	   explained	   previously	   many	   foreign	   women	  
they	  have	  trouble	  learning	  Icelandic	  which	  is	  main	  key	  to	  enter	  
the	   society,	   to	  get	  a	  better	   job	  and	   they	  will	  be	  provided,	   for	  
example	   just	   affordable	   Icelandic	   course	   and	   for	  women	  who	  
have	   been	   through	   hard	   time,	   for	   example	   they	   have	   an	  
unlucky	   marriage	   and	   need	   support	   such	   as	   how	   to	   be	  
independent.	   Then	   they	   could	   be	   an	   asset	   for	   this	   society	  
instead	  of	  a	  burden.	  

Ella	   described	  her	   contradictory	   feelings	   towards	   Icelandic	   society.	   She	  
harboured	  the	  same	  feeling	  as	  Wati	  as	  not	  being	  supported	  by	  the	  society.	  
Ella	  intended	  to	  continue	  her	  study	  after	  she	  graduated	  from	  framhaldsskóli	  
(upper	  secondary	  school).	  When	  she	  found	  out	  that	  she	  was	  not	  eligible	  to	  
apply	   for	   student	   loan	  because	   she	  did	  not	  have	   Icelandic	   citizenship,	  Ella	  
became	  frustrated	  and	  felt	  discriminated.	  Ella	  did	  not	  learn	  much	  Icelandic	  
in	  an	  upper	  secondary	  school	  since	  she	  was	  in	  an	  English	  program,	  but	  she	  
decided	   heartfully	   to	   not	   let	   the	   language	   barrier	   became	   a	   hindrance	   to	  
furthering	  her	  education.	  She	  became	  determined	  to	  stay	  in	  Iceland	  and	  try	  
harder	  to	  achieve	  her	  dreams:	  	  

I	  wasn't	   really	   learning	  much	   about	   Iceland	   and	   after	   I	   found	  
out	   that	   I	   can't	   study	   abroad	   because	   I	   don't	   have	   money	   I	  
can't	  get	  námslán	  (student	   loan)	   I	   learned	  to	   love	  the	  country	  
and	   I	   learned	   that	   you	   know	   of	   course	   language	   is	   very	  
important	  but	  also	  to	  just	  get	  into	  the	  society	  so	  you	  know	  the	  
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very	   things	   that	   you	   think	   drives	   you	   away	   will	   drive	   you	  
further	  into	  the	  society.	  

Ella	   hoped	   that	   Iceland	  would	   be	  more	   open	   about	   different	   cultures.	  
She	   desired	   Iceland	   to	   be	   a	  multicultural	   country	   but	   not	   in	   the	  way	   that	  
Iceland	  would	  lose	  its	  cultural	  identity	  and	  values.	  Albeit	  having	  a	  child	  who	  
is	  multi-‐ethnic,	   Ella	   considered	  her	   son	  as	   an	   Icelander	   since	  he	  was	  born	  
and	  raised	  in	  Icelandic	  culture	  and	  society.	  Equality	  was	  Ella’s	  biggest	  hope	  
to	  be	  achieved	  for	  the	  next	  generation	  of	  immigrants	  in	  Iceland:	  

I	  want	  them	  you	  know	  this	  kind	  of	  generation	   I	  want	  them	  to	  
have	   a	   really	   positive	   image	   in	   this	   society.	   The	   second	  
generation	  are	  really	  doing	  good	  and	  the	  first	  generation,	  even	  
us	  first	  immigrants…	  I	  don't	  know	  how	  integration	  is	  but	  I	  want	  
us	   to	   be	   able	   to	   live	   you	   know	   have	   equal	   rights...	   integrate	  
into	  the	  society	  and	  all	  that.	  

In	   addition	   to	   her	   effort	   in	   helping	   foreign	   women,	   Ima	   hoped	   that	  
Icelandic	   society	   would	   change	   their	   perception	   about	   immigrants	   in	  
general	   which	   in	   her	   opinion	   could	   only	   be	   done	   through	   education	   and	  
religious	  awareness:	  

I	   think	   for	   them	   to	   be	   very	   much	   open	   to	   multicultural,	   to	  
change	  the	  education	  system,	  to	  adapt,	  because	  now	  we	  have	  
a	  lot	  of	  foreigners	  coming	  to	  Iceland	  and…	  education	  system	  in	  
Iceland	   should	   be	   up	   to	   par	   with	   the	   changing	   of	   society.	  
Through	   education,	   because	   education	   and	   religion	   because	  
like	   right	   now	   the	  Muslim	   society	  we	   are	   still	  waiting	   for	   our	  
mosque	  to	  be	  built	  up.	  I	  mean	  the	  orthodox	  eh…	  Christian	  from	  
the	  Eastern	  Europe	  they're	  getting	  their	  land.	  They	  just	  need	  to	  
build	  up	  their	  church.	  That	  is	  one	  thing,	  religion	  and	  education	  
system.	  They	  really	  need	  to	  be	  up	  to	  par	  with	  the	  changing	  of	  
the	   society	   in	   Iceland	   because	   of	   the	   influx	   of	   the	   foreigners	  
coming	  in.	  

7.8 	   Education	  in	  Iceland	  and	  Social	  Participation	  
Participants	   were	   asked	   about	   their	   education	   in	   Iceland	   aside	   from	  
language	  courses.	  Their	  motivation	  in	  continuing	  their	  education	  in	  Iceland	  
and	  the	   impact	  of	   their	  education	  on	  their	  social	  and	  professional	   life	  was	  
also	  explored.	  Andy	  who	  studied	  business	  of	  management	  and	  marketing	  in	  



	  

104	  

her	   home	   country	   and	   Australia	   expressed	   her	   desire	   to	   continue	   her	  
education	   in	   Iceland	   and	   took	   MBA	   courses	   but	   she	   was	   sad	   and	  
disheartened	  when	  she	   found	  out	  how	  expensive	   it	  was.	   In	  an	  attempt	   to	  
soothe	   her	   disappointment,	   Andy	   presented	   various	   reasons	   that	   it	   was	  
probably	  unnecessary	  to	  continue	  her	  education:	  

Because	  I	  thought	  a	   lot	  of,	   I	  think	  some	  courses	  are	  really	  not	  
necessary.	  People	  just	  want	  to	  do	  it	  for	  money	  purposes	  and	  of	  
course	  some	  courses	  take	  longer	  time	  and	  quite	  costly	  and	  no	  
point.	   I	   think	   when	   something	   that	   you	   can	   just	   learn	   by	  
yourself.	  I	  am	  more	  a	  self-‐learner	  you	  know.	  

Ima	  decided	  to	  study	  early	  childhood	  education	  at	  university	  when	  she	  
was	   in	  maternity	   leave,	   “Maybe	   I	   should	   just	   you	   know	   stick	   to	  what	   I've	  
known	  and	   just	   continue	   from	  that.”	  When	  asked	  whether	   she	  wanted	   to	  
continue	   her	   education,	   Ima	   answered,	   “Maybe...	   maybe	   I	   am	   not	   for	  
certain	  yet	  because	  right	  now	  I	  am	  just	  taking	  a	  break	  from	  it.”	  	  

Rione	   had	   another	   opinion	   when	   she	   enrolled	   herself	   into	   a	   master	  
program:	  	  

Master	   course	   just	   you	   know	   my	   boss	   say	   if	   I	   take	   master	  
course	  and	  it	  will	  you	  know	  it	  will	  you	  know	  hækka	  (raise)	  your	  
salary.	   That's	  why	   she	   said	   some	  of	  more	   of	   Icelandic	   people	  
they	  always	  study	  and	  study	  because	  if	  you	  study	  more	  you	  get	  
more	  money.	  

Due	   to	   personal	   reasons,	   Rione	   had	   to	   quit	   the	   course	   and	   it	   also	  
affected	   her	   work	   whenever	   the	   preschool	   was	   lacking	   in	   staff	   due	   to	  
sickness.	  	  

As	  opposed	  to	  Rione,	  Thuy	  believed	  that	  her	  education	  did	  not	  only	  
provide	  a	  salient	  substance	  for	  expanding	  her	  opportunities	  in	  obtaining	  a	  
job	  but	  also	  as	  a	  base	  to	  conduct	  her	  life,	  “Education	  for	  me,	  the	  way	  I	  look	  
at	  it,	  it's	  not	  for	  a	  job,	  it's	  just	  profession	  but	  also	  a	  base	  for	  you	  to	  build	  up	  
your	  life,	  to	  organize	  your	  life.”	  Thuy	  is	  working	  on	  her	  advanced	  degree	  
and	  believed	  that	  education	  is	  a	  two	  ways	  street	  where	  students	  and	  
teachers	  learn	  from	  each	  other.	  Because	  of	  her	  education	  in	  Iceland,	  Thuy	  
was	  able	  to	  set	  up	  a	  program	  for	  immigrant	  youths	  in	  Iceland.	  She	  was	  
hoping	  to	  influence	  the	  system	  in	  improving	  the	  program	  for	  the	  immigrant	  
youths:	  	  
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That's	  what	  my	  dissertation	  is.	  I	  want	  to	  work	  to	  influence	  the	  
system.	  That's	  why	  I	  am	  where	  I	  am.	  God	  knows	  what's	  gonna	  
happen.	  When	  you	  start	   seeing	   things,	   this	   can't	  happen,	  you	  
have	  to	  do	  something.	  You	  see	  that's	  the	  problem.	  

Both	  Ima	  and	  Rione	  believed	  that	  their	  education	  had	  helped	  them	  
tremendously	  in	  their	  professional	  life.	  Rione	  thought	  that	  her	  education,	  
even	  though	  it	  was	  short,	  had	  played	  an	  important	  part	  in	  her	  professional	  
life	  as	  a	  preschool	  teacher.	  Ima	  also	  admitted	  that	  without	  her	  degree	  she	  
wouldn’t	  be	  able	  to	  deliver	  her	  professional	  opinion:	  

Now	  I	  have	  the	  paper	  of	  kennari	  (teacher).	  I	  am	  able…	  my	  input	  
on	   multiculturalism	   in	   the	   leikskóla	   (preschool),	   it's	   been	  
accepted.	   They	   took	   under	  my	   advisement	   how	   to	   do	   it	   and	  
they	  would	   do	   it,	   implement	   it.	   You	  wouldn't	   get	   this	   right	   if	  
you	  do	  not	  have	  the	  kennari	  (teacher)	  certificate.	  So	  once	  you	  
are	  certified	   teacher	  and	  you	  ask	  your	  principal	  hey	   I	  want	   to	  
something	  like	  this	  for	  the	  school,	  for	  the	  	  children,	   and	   they	  
would	  they	  would	  go	  through.	  Just	  like	  that.	  

On	   the	   contrary,	   in	   her	   personal	   life,	   Rione	   didn’t	   think	   that	   her	  
education	   was	   beneficial,	   unlike	   Ima	   who	   embraced	   her	   education	   as	  
personal	  growth:	  

It's	  a	  learning	  growth	  as	  well	  because	  then	  I	  get	  to	  learn	  about	  
the	  other	   culture	   that	   are	   in	   Iceland	  about	   the	  Polish	  people,	  
about	   the	   you	   know	   the	   Arabs	   and	   all	   this	   stuff	   and	   how	   to	  
how	  to	  let	  the	  children	  appreciate	  different	  culture.	  

Ima	  also	   thought	   that	  being	  educated	  would	  combat	   the	  stereotype	  of	  
uneducated	  Asian	  people:	  

That's	  also	  important	  that	  they	  have	  to	  know	  that	  Asian	  people	  
are	   educated.	   Not	   all	   Asian	   people	   are	   you	   know	   non-‐
educated.	  So	  that	  they	  know	  that	  I	  mean…	  maybe	  some	  of	  the	  
people	   who	   are	   not	   educated	   because	   they	   don't	   have	   the	  
means,	  the	  money	  to	  do	  it	  or	  lacking	  in	  the	  language	  skill.	  

Ima	   and	   Rione	   were	   both	   very	   active	   in	   social	   settings	   and	   informal	  
education	  related	  to	  immigrants.	  Ima	  was	  a	  cancer	  survivor	  and	  she	  tried	  to	  
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raise	   awareness	   of	   cancer	   for	   foreign	   women	   who	   probably	   didn’t	  
understand	  the	  system:	  

I	  am	  contributing	  something	  and	  then	  now	  with	  trying	  to	  make	  
an	  awareness	  to	  the	  foreign	  women,	  hey	  you	  can	  get	  free	  pap	  
smear	   in	   the	   krabbameinfélag	   (cancer	   centre)	   because	   some	  
other	  women	  wouldn't	   know	   about	   it	   because	   of	   the	   lack	   of	  
the	   language	   thingy	   and	   I	   am	   putting	   myself	   out	   there	   as	   a	  
breast	   cancer	   survivor.	   If	   anybody	   wants	   to	   talk	   about,	   you	  
know	  their	  fear	  and	  something,	  they	  can	  come	  and	  talk	  to	  me,	  
so	   I	   mean	   I	   think	   that's	   very	   good	   that	   we	   can	   contribute	  
something.	  

Ella	   was	   disheartened	   after	   she	   found	   out	   she	   couldn’t	   get	   a	   student	  
loan	   for	  she	   felt	   that	  she	  was	  not	  proficient	  enough	   in	   Icelandic	   to	  attend	  
courses	   at	   the	   university.	   Nevertheless	   she	   found	   a	   program	   in	   English,	  
which	  she	  thought	  was	  suitable	  for	  her	  and	  it	  had	  a	  huge	  impact	  on	  her	  in	  
her	   personal	   and	   professional	   lives.	   Professionally,	   her	   degree	   helped	   her	  
land	  a	   job	   she	  held,	   “If	   I	   don't	   have	  my	  bachelor	  degree	   I	  wouldn't	   never	  
have	  my	  job	  now.”	  Having	  pursued	  further	  education	  also	  made	  Ella	  more	  
confident	   in	   her	   personal	   life,	   “Now	   I	   am	   very	   like,	   I	   am	   quite	   confident.	  
Being	   a	   mother	   raising	   an	   international	   child	   because	   my	   child	   is	  
multilingual	  and	  very	  international.”	  	  

Wati	  took	  an	  undergraduate	  program	  with	  a	  major	  in	  English	  and	  minor	  
in	   Icelandic	   but	   she	   didn’t	   finish	   the	   program.	   In	   addition	   she	   also	   took	  
business	   law	   at	   a	   reputable	   university	   in	   Iceland.	   When	   asked	   if	   her	  
education	   in	   Iceland	   had	   any	   prominent	   impact	   for	   her,	   she	   confessed	  
honestly	   that	   she	   did	   not	   feel	   that	   her	   education	   had	   any	   impact	   in	   her	  
social	  or	  professional	  lives	  since	  the	  job	  that	  she	  was	  doing	  (at	  the	  time	  of	  
the	   interview)	   had	   no	   connection	   to	   her	   education.	   However,	   Wati	  
intended	   to	   continue	   her	   education	   if	   given	   the	   opportunity,	   as	   she	  
explained	  the	  reason,	  “Because	  it	  could	  open	  many	  doors	  for	  better	  jobs	  or	  
something,	   but	   at	   the	  moment	   I	   can't	   afford	   financially	   and	   I	   also	   have	   a	  
family.”	  	  

7.9 	   Language	  Education	  	  

There	   were	   different	   ways	   the	   participants	   took	   to	   learn	   Icelandic.	  
Participants	  were	  asked	  how	  they	  acquired	  their	  Icelandic	  skills,	  the	  barriers	  
and	  obstacles	  in	  learning	  Icelandic	  and	  the	  importance	  of	  language	  skills	  in	  
their	   social	   and	   professional	   life.	   Andy	   was	   taking	   Icelandic	   courses	   at	   a	  
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language	   institution.	   Rione	   took	   Icelandic	   courses	   through	   her	   workplace	  
where	   the	   principal	   hired	   an	   Icelandic	   teacher	   for	   foreign	   employees.	   In	  
addition,	  she	  also	  went	  to	  a	  language	  institution.	  Ima	  took	  Icelandic	  courses	  
up	   to	   the	   fourth	   level	   and	   when	   she	   realized	   that	   she	   needed	   a	   more	  
intensive	   course,	   especially	  with	   the	   pronunciation,	   she	   registered	   herself	  
into	  an	  Icelandic	  course	  at	  the	  university.	  Thuy	  and	  Wati	  also	  took	  Icelandic	  
courses	  at	   the	  university.	  Wati	   took	  a	   job	  at	  a	  preschool	   for	   two	  years,	  of	  
which	   she	   reported	  helped	  her	   to	  practice	  and	   improve	  her	   Icelandic.	  Ella	  
learned	   Icelandic	   language	   right	   after	   she	   enrolled	   in	   10th	   grade	   at	  
elementary	  school.	  She	  also	  practiced	  her	  Icelandic	  with	  the	  elderly	  people	  
at	  the	  nursing	  home	  where	  she	  worked	  at	  that	  time.	  

All	   of	   the	   participants	   confessed	   that	   Icelandic	   was	   a	   very	   difficult	  
language	   to	   master,	   but	   they	   recognized	   the	   importance	   of	   learning	  
Icelandic	   for	   several	   reasons.	   Not	   only	   is	   language	   an	   important	   tool	   for	  
cultural	  adaptation	  and	  to	  socialize,	  Ima	  thought	  learning	  Icelandic	  was	  very	  
advantageous:	  

I	   guess	   with	   knowing	   Icelandic,	   if	   somebody	   is	   talking	   bad	  
about	   you	   in	   front	   of	   you,	   thinking	   you	  wouldn't	   know...	   you	  
can	   just	   them	   and	   surprise	   them,	   ég	   tala	   íslensku	   líka.	   That	  
would	   just	   opps...	   sorry.	   You	   need	   to	   learn	   the	   language	   in	  
order	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  culture	  here.	  You	  need	  to	  know	  it.	  

Speaking	  Icelandic	  is	  also	  required	  at	  the	  workplace,	  and	  interacting	  with	  
other	   Icelanders	   could	  help	   to	   improve	   the	   language	   skills.	  Rione	   felt	   that	  
interacting	   with	   her	   students	   helped	   her	   improve	   her	   Icelandic.	   She	   also	  
believed	   that	   learning	   Icelandic	  was	   not	   only	   required	   at	  work	   but	   also	   a	  
necessity	  tool	  if	  one	  plans	  to	  live	  in	  Iceland:	  	  

I	  think	  if	  you're	  going	  to	  live	  here	  longer	  and	  if	  you're	  planning	  
to	   be	   here	   all	   of	   your	   life,	   I	   think	   you	   have	   to	   learn	   the	  
Icelandic.	  And	  if	  you	  don't,	  you	  know	  some	  foreigners	  like	  you	  
know	   from	  Poland	   I	   also	  hear	   it's	   ok	  because	  we	  will	   not	   live	  
here	  so	  just	  ok	  the	  basic.	  But	  it's	  really	  hard	  if	  you	  don't	  speak	  
Icelandic	   and	   you	   work	   in	   leikskóla	   (preschool)	   the	   kids	   will	  
never	  understand	  you.	  So	  you	  have	  to	  be	  you	  know	  ok	  I	  need	  
to	  learn	  more,	  more,	  more,	  and	  more.	  

Learning	   Icelandic	   was	   very	   important	   for	   Thuy	   to	   be	   a	   part	   of	   the	  
society,	   aware	   of	   what	   is	   going	   on	   in	   the	   country,	   and	   also	   to	   be	   more	  
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adaptable	  because	  according	  to	  her,	  speaking	  a	  certain	  language	  could	  also	  
affect	  and	  manifest	  the	  way	  we	  are	  thinking.	  Being	  able	  to	  speak	  Icelandic,	  
not	  only	  helped	  Thuy	   in	  her	  daily	  activities,	  but	  also	  as	  a	  way	   in	  asserting	  
her	   independence.	   Thuy	   regarded	   herself	   as	   an	   independent	   woman	   her	  
whole	  life	  except	  when	  she	  moved	  to	  Iceland	  where	  she	  felt	  dependent:	  

When	   I	   first	  came	  here	   I	   felt	   rather	  timid	  about	   it	  because	  no	  
actually	   when	   I	   first	   came	   here	   I	   felt	   very	   dependent	   and	   I	  
hated	  it	  because	  I	  was	  very	  independent.	  Here	  in	  Iceland,	  I	  ran	  
my	   own	   life	   all	   the	   years	   since	   I	   was	   16	   years	   old,	   my	   car's	  
broken,	   I	   changed	   tires,	   I	   took	   my	   car	   to	   be	   fixed,	   I	   did	   not	  
depend	  on	   anybody	   and	  when	   I	   came	  here	   I	  was	   so	   insecure	  
because	  I	  didn't	  know	  enough	  Icelandic.	  I	  didn't	  believe	  I	  didn't	  
trust	  myself	  to	  take	  the	  car	  to	  be	  fixed	  I	  didn't	  you	  know	  I	  went	  
into	  the	  bank	  I	  didn't	  trust	  myself.	  

Since	   Thuy	   started	   speaking	   Icelandic,	   she	   felt	   more	   confident	   and	  
always	   spoke	   Icelandic	   in	   every	   situation	  when	   dealing	  with	   Icelanders.	   It	  
had	  helped	  her	  tremendously	   in	  her	   interactions	  with	   Icelanders	  and	  Thuy	  
considered	   speaking	   Icelandic	  as	  a	  way	   to	  declare	  her	  equal	  position	  with	  
Icelanders	   and	   gain	   respect	   from	   them,	   which	   was	   similar	   to	   Wati’s	  
experience.	  The	  participants	  perceived	   Icelandic	   language	  as	  a	   toll	   to	  help	  
them	   put	   themselves	   in	   an	   equal	   position	   with	   Icelanders	   and	   to	   attain	  
respect	  and	  appreciation	  from	  them,	  as	  Thuy	  quoted:	  	  

…	   and	   I	   spoke	   I	   always	   try	   to	   speak	   with	   them	   as	  my	   equal.	  
They	   probably	   think	   I	   am	   like	   these	   people,	   probably	   didn't	  
think	   I	   speak	   Icelandic	  you	  know	  correct	  enough	  you	  know	  to	  
be	   their	  equal.	  But	   I	  never,	   I	  don't	   speak	  with	   them,	   I	  am	  not	  
lowered	  myself	   for	   that	   sense.	   So	   in	   general,	   I	   think	   so,	   very	  
often	  that	  I	  don't…	  they	  don't	  push	  me	  around	  or	  something.	  

Wati	   discovered	   that	   learning	   Icelandic	   properly	   was	   beneficial	   in	  
tackling	   society’s	   prejudice	   of	   Asian	   women.	   She	   often	   felt	   that	   people	  
would	   immediately	   be	   more	   attentive	   and	   appreciative	   of	   her	   effort	   in	  
speaking	  Icelandic,	  “I	  speak	  to	  people	  and	  they	  know	  I	  speak	  Icelandic	  then	  I	  
get	   instant	   reaction	   and	   instant	   appreciation.”	   Icelandic	  was	   also	   a	   useful	  
tool	  in	  varied	  social	  settings	  with	  Icelanders.	  Wati	  admitted	  that	  she	  did	  not	  
only	   gain	   respect	   from	   Icelanders	   when	   they	   found	   out	   that	   she	   spoke	  
Icelandic,	  moreover,	  by	  mastering	  the	  language,	  Wati	  became	  more	  aware	  
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of	   her	   environment	   and	   the	   culture,	   “You	   also	   understand	   the	   news	   and	  
everything	  then	  you	  get	  this	  you	  know	  information	  about	  local	  cultures.”	  	  

The	  motivation	   to	   learn	   Icelandic	  varied	  among	   the	  participants.	  When	  
asked	   about	   the	   obstacles	   of	   learning	   Icelandic	   they	   faced	   and	   their	  
intention	  to	  learn	  more	  Icelandic,	  Rione	  thought	  it	  was	  not	  really	  necessary:	  

No,	   because	   I	   already	   learn	   the	   basic	   and	  my	   boss	   you	   know	  
hire	  teacher.	  They	  teach	  us	  to	  write	  so	  I	  think	  it's	  not	  many	  just	  
only	   like	   this,	   it's	   ok.	   I	   think	   so,	   for	  me	   it's	   enough	   now.	   The	  
important	   to	   me	   I	   can	   write,	   I	   can	   speak	   and	   I	   can	  
communicate	  now.	  

Andy	  felt	  discouraged	  whenever	  people	  expected	  her	  to	  speak	  Icelandic	  
and	  she	  did	  not	  think	  it	  was	  really	  essential	  to	  speak	  Icelandic:	  

The	   only	   thing	   is	   the	   culture	   when	   you	   first	   came	   to	   Iceland	  
they	  are	  a	  little	  bit	  pushy.	  I	  have	  heard	  from	  other	  people	  and	  I	  
saw	  it	  myself	  and	  I	  encounter	  it	  myself	  so	  when	  they	  are	  pushy	  
it	  totally	  make	  me	  lost	  the	  interest	  to	  learn.	  But	  when	  they	  are	  
not	  I	  am	  actually	  very	  willing	  to	  speak.	  So	  sometimes	  it's	  about	  
the	  society	  they	  tend	  to	  be	  too	  harsh,	  you	  know.	  It's	  the	  pushy	  
way	   that	   turns	   your	   interest	   away.	   I	   don't	   think…	   I	   mean	  
depends	   on	   where	   and	   what	   kind	   of	   people	   you	   deal	   with	  
actually	  I	  mean	  if	  like	  for	  my	  work	  honestly	  I	  don't	  really	  use	  so	  
much	  of	  Icelandic	  I	  can	  just	  use	  English	  so	  but	  on	  certain	  place	  
of	   course	   if	   you	   speak	   some	   Icelandic	   they	   are	   happy	   you	  
know.	   I	  mean	   by	   right	   they	   know	   how	   to	   speak	   English,	  why	  
not.	   I	  mean,	   I	  don't	  mind	  to	  practice	  my	   Icelandic	  when	   I	   feel	  
like	  it	  you	  know.	  You	  don't	  force	  people	  to	  do	  it	  but	  people	  we	  
are	  willing	  to	  try.	  

Thuy	   who	   studied	   Icelandic	   at	   university	   thought	   the	   program	   was	  
ineffective.	   During	   that	   period,	   the	   program	   was	   intended	   for	   Nordic	  
students.	   In	  Thuy’s	  opinion,	  the	  problem	  of	  studying	  Icelandic	  at	  that	  time	  
was	  the	  lack	  of	  a	  proper	  dictionary.	  In	  fact	  nowadays,	  Icelandic	  language	  is	  
still	  difficult	  to	  learn	  for	  immigrants	  who	  do	  not	  speak	  English	  (most	  books	  
to	  learn	  Icelandic	  available	  are	  in	  English).	  There	  are	  not	  a	  sufficient	  amount	  
of	   books	   to	   learn	   Icelandic	   for	   immigrants	   in	   their	   native	   language.	  More	  
variety	  of	   resources	  and	  qualified	   Icelandic	   teachers	  are	  seriously	  needed.	  
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The	   only	   effective	   program	   that	   Thuy	   attended	   was	   a	   10-‐day	   intensive	  
course	  with	  a	  deaf	  teacher	  where	  sign	  language	  was	  also	  utilized:	  

I	  went	   to	  the	   intensive	  course	   for	  10	  days	  or	  something	  and	   I	  
had	  a	  very	  good	  teacher.	  She	  was	  a	  deaf	  teacher	   for	   the	  deaf	  
so	   she	   was	   very	   active	   signing,	   stomping	   her	   feet,	   and	  
everything	  that's	  when	  I	  learned	  to	  speak	  Icelandic.	  

Wati	   felt	   that	   the	   obstacle	   in	   learning	   Icelandic	   was	   not	   only	   the	  
grammar	  difficulties	  but	  also	  the	  courses	  were	  rather	  expensive.	  She	  came	  
to	   Iceland	   as	   a	   student	   and	   had	   to	   work	   to	   support	   herself.	   She	   was	  
struggling	   to	   manage	   her	   time	   between	   work	   and	   learning	   Icelandic	  
properly	  which	  took	  up	  most	  of	  her	  time:	  

When	   I	  was	   in	   school	   I	   of	   course	   I	   didn't	   have	  money	   to	   pay	  
you	   know	   to	   just	   concentrate	   to	   my	   study	   and	   learning	  
Icelandic	  properly	  because	  I	  was	  in	  this	  country	  by	  myself	  and	  I	  
didn't	  have	  any	  support	  from	  you	  know	  from	  anybody	  else.	  So	  
that	   was	   I	   could	   you	   know	   if	   I	   think	   if	   I	   had	   like	   you	   know	  
enough	  money	   to	   earn	  myself	   and	   I	   concentrate	  more	   in	  my	  
study	  instead	  of	  just	  doing	  half	  studying	  and	  half	  working	  and	  I	  
could	   probably	   start	   speaking	   Icelandic	   and	   I	   could	   learn	   my	  
Icelandic	   much	   better,	   earlier	   than	   it	   was.	   Icelandic	   courses	  
were	  quite	   expensive	   and	  on	   top	  of	   that	  of	   course	   you	   really	  
needed	   to	  dedicate	   your	   time	   to	   learn	   Icelandic	  well	   because	  
of	   the	   grammar	   was	   really	   difficult	   so	   both	   financial	   and	  
grammar	  could	  be	   the	  barrier	   could	  be	   the	  obstacles	   to	   learn	  
the	  language,	  the	  Icelandic	  language	  properly.	  

Ella	  intended	  to	  learn	  more	  Icelandic	  since	  she	  felt	  that	  her	  Icelandic	  was	  
not	   adequate.	   She	   wanted	   to	   be	   able	   to	   write	   and	   speak	   fluently.	   She	  
always	   made	   an	   effort	   to	   speak	   Icelandic	   with	   her	   Icelandic	   friends	  
whenever	  possible	  even	  though	  at	  times	  she	  had	  difficulties	  to	  do	  so:	  

I	  always	  want	  to	  speak	  to	  my	  Icelandic	  friends	  in	  Icelandic	  but	  
first	   like	   first	   10	  minutes	   we	   speak	   Icelandic	   no	   problem	   the	  
next	  10	  minutes	  we	  switch	  into	  Icelandic	  English.	  My	  husband	  
(boyfriend)	   also	   we	   both	   want	   to	   stay	   here	   so	   we're	   both	  
gonna	  study	  Icelandic.	  
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The	   other	   motivation	   for	   Ella	   to	   study	   Icelandic	   was	   her	   dream	   of	  
becoming	   a	   lawyer,	  which	   in	   doing	   so	   required	  her	   to	  master	   Icelandic	   in	  
order	  to	  attend	  the	  courses	  at	  the	  university.	  	  

7.10 Future	  Visions	  	  

Most	   of	   the	   participants	   did	   not	   envision	   Iceland	   as	   their	   home.	   In	   some	  
way	   they	   felt	   that	   they	   didn’t	   feel	   at	   home	   in	   Iceland	   even	   though	   in	  
general	  they	  were	  fairly	  content	  with	  their	   life	   in	   Iceland.	  They	  considered	  
Iceland	  as	  their	  second	  home,	  where	  they	  had	  to	  be	  because	  their	  family	  is	  
here.	  When	  asked	  if	  she	  felt	  at	  home	  in	  Iceland,	  Andy	  shook	  her	  head:	  

No,	   I	   feel	   more	   like	   home	   in	   Malaysia	   by	   right.	   Of	   course	   I	  
mean	   I	  was	  brought	   up	   there,	   here	   is	  more	   like	   a	   home	  with	  
my	  husband,	  you	  know.	   I	  mean	  maybe	  when	  gets	  old	   I	  might	  
consider	   to	   stay	  here	  but	  when	  you	  are	   young	   so	  maybe	  you	  
can	  go	  out	  a	  bit	  first.	  

Ima	  had	   the	   same	  opinion	  as	  Andy’s.	   She	  never	   thought	  of	   Iceland	  as	  her	  
home.	   Every	   time	   she	   was	   asked	   where	   she	   was	   from,	   her	   answer	   was	  
always	  Singapore,	  as	  a	  Singaporean,	  even	  when	  she	  was	  abroad:	  	  

I	  think	  it	  does,	  I	  mean	  in	  some	  way	  it	  does	  affect	  you	  because	  
you	  know	  yourself	  that	  this	  is	  not...	  I	  always	  consider	  Singapore	  
as	  my	  home,	  Iceland	  is	  more	  like	  a	  second	  home,	  you	  know	  so	  
even	  though	  I	  have	  been	  here	  for	  17	  years,	  I	  still	  see	  Singapore	  
as	   my	   home	   and	   Iceland	   as	   my	   second	   home,	   not	   my	   birth	  
home.	  

When	  asked	   if	   she	   felt	  home	   in	   Iceland,	  Thuy	  mentioned	   she	  did	   think	  
so,	   because	   even	   though	   she	   didn’t	   feel	   home	   anywhere	   else,	   Iceland	   is	  
where	   her	   husband	   and	   child	   reside.	   All	   participants	   reported	   the	   same	  
response.	  They	  felt	  home	  where	  their	  family	  belong.	  It	  took	  a	  while	  for	  Thuy	  
to	   be	   comfortable	   in	   Iceland.	   After	   Thuy	   came	   back	   from	   her	   visit	   to	   her	  
home	   country,	   she	   didn’t	   feel	   connected	   to	   the	   whole	   environment	   in	  
Iceland.	  The	  second	  time	  around	  was	  different	  and	  more	  comfortable.	  Wati	  
reported	   that	   she	   did	   not	   feel	   a	   strong	   connection	   to	   this	   country	   even	  
though	  she	  had	  been	  here	  for	  12	  years,	  “At	  least	  I	  haven’t	  got	  there	  yet,	  for	  
the	  last	  12	  year.”	   	  Ella	  was	  quite	  philosophical	  when	  I	  asked	  her	  about	  the	  
same	  issue.	  She	  mentioned	  that	  she	  felt	  at	  home	  wherever	  her	  family	  was.	  
Therefore,	  at	  the	  moment	  Iceland	  is	  her	  home.	  	  



	  

112	  

Envisioning	   their	   life	  ahead,	  when	  asked	   if	   the	  participants	   intended	  to	  
live	  for	  a	  longer	  period	  of	  time	  in	  Iceland,	  most	  participants	  stated	  that	  they	  
would	   live	   in	   Iceland	   in	   the	   future	   for	   financial	   and	   family	   reasons.	   Ima	  
pointed	  out	  that	  not	  only	  because	  her	   family	   is	  here	  but	  also	  she	  felt	   that	  
she	  wouldn’t	  be	  able	   to	   fit	   in	   in	  Singapore	  after	   living	   in	   Iceland	   for	  many	  
years:	  

I	  am	  staying	  here	  I	  am	  staying	  in	  put	  here	  for	  a	  long	  long	  time.	  
Family	   here	   and	   then	   I	  mean	   it's	   also	   because	   I	   don't	   think	   I	  
would	   be	   very	   liberal	   when	   I	   am	   back	   in	   Singapore,	   I	   think	   I	  
mean	  like	  I	  said	  my	  adulthood	  it's	  being	  spent	  here.	  I	  am	  more	  
used	  to	  living	  here	  in	  Iceland,	  rather	  than	  Singapore.	  I	  am	  used	  
to	  the	  climate	  also.	  

Andy	   on	   the	   other	   hand	   doesn’t	   share	   the	   same	   vision	   about	   living	   in	  
Iceland.	   The	   course	   of	   her	   life	   in	   Iceland	   did	   not	   turn	   out	   the	   way	   she	  
expected.	  She	  mentioned	  that	  returning	  to	  Malaysia	  was	  one	  of	  the	  options	  
or	  choosing	  Australia	  as	  a	  possibility	  of	  a	  place	  she	  felt	  most	  comfortable	  in	  
settling	   down	   with	   her	   husband,	   possibly	   because	   she	   was	   studying	   and	  
living	  in	  Australia	  for	  more	  than	  a	  year.	  Nevertheless,	  she	  did	  not	  object	  to	  
living	  in	  Iceland	  for	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  is	  her	  husband’s	  home	  country	  and	  if	  she	  
would	  be	  able	  to	  find	  a	  suitable	  job.	  Similar	  to	  Andy,	  Rione	  also	  brought	  up	  
the	  financial	  reason	  why	  she	  chose	  to	  live	  in	  Iceland,	  besides	  her	  husband’s	  
wish	   to	   live	  here,	   “Because	  you	  know	   it's	   very	  hard	   life	   in	   the	  Philippines,	  
for	   example	   if	   you	   turn	   30-‐35-‐38	   if	   you	   get	   older	   you	   cannot	   get	   some	  
work.”	  

Related	   to	   Thuy’s	   remark	   above	   about	   not	   feeling	   at	   home	   anywhere,	  
she	   explained	   that	   her	   life	   in	   Iceland	   had	   conditioned	   her	   to	   a	   certain	  
lifestyle,	  which	   she	   could	  not	   achieve	   in	  other	   countries.	   The	   influence	  of	  
various	  cultural	  values	  would	  keep	  her	  from	  feeling	  fully	  accepted	  in	  certain	  
cultural	   environments.	   Since	   she	   left	   her	   home	   country	   at	   a	   young	   age,	  
Thuy	  felt	  that	  she	  didn’t	  have	  any	  roots	  in	  her	  home	  country	  anymore	  and	  
expressed	  the	  feeling	  of	  not	  belonging:	  

I	  can't	  go	  back,	  we	  can't.	  There's	  no	  space	  for	  us	  to	  go	  back.	  It's	  
just	   we	   don't	   have	   roots	   there.	   We	   don't	   have	   space	   in	   our	  
home	  country	  anymore.	  We	  don't	  have	  friends….	  And	  then	  we	  
are	  used	  to	  the	  way	  of	   life	  here,	  the	  way	  of	  thinking	  here	  you	  
were	   talking	   about	   how	  we	   are	   thinking	   being	   influenced	  my	  
thinking	   is	   so	   influenced	   by	   Icelandic	   influence.	   Thinking	   in	  
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many	  ways	  that	  people	  in	  my	  home	  country	  wouldn't	  take	  me	  
as	  one	  of	  them.	  The	  Western	  country	  wouldn't	  take	  me	  as	  one	  
of	  them…	  

In	   the	   end,	   Thuy	   stated	   that	   sometimes	   being	   rooted	   in	   a	   particular	  
country	   was	  more	   of	   a	   compulsory,	   not	   even	   a	   choice	   because	   of	   family	  
reasons:	  

This	  is	  where	  I	  live.	  This	  is	  where	  I	  am,	  this	  is	  where	  my	  home	  is	  
and	  then	  I	  have	  my	  husband	  and	  I	  have	  my	  child.	  So	  this	  is	  my	  
home,	  like	  it	  or	  hate	  it.	  Sometimes	  it's	  your	  choice,	  sometimes	  
it's	  not	  even	  a	  choice.	  

When	   asked	   about	   their	   future	   plans	   and	   hopes	   in	   Iceland,	   the	  
responses	  were	  varied.	  Besides	  financial	  stability	  and	  personal	  goals,	  many	  
expressed	   that	   they	   wanted	   to	   contribute	   to	   the	   society.	   Andy,	   who	   had	  
been	  looking	  for	  a	  suitable	  job,	  hoped	  that	  the	  financial	  situation	  in	  Iceland	  
would	   improve	   and	   Icelanders	   would	   be	   more	   receptive	   towards	  
immigrants:	  

Hopefully	   the	   you	   know	   financial	   gets	   better	   so	   less	  
unemployment	   rate	   even	   for	   their	   own	   people	   you	   know	   it's	  
not	   nice	   to	   see	   like	   that.	   So	   of	   course	   you	   can	   understand	   if	  
Asian	  people	  go	  under	  unemployment	  of	  course	  they	  wouldn't	  
stand	  higher	  chance	  than	  the	  Icelandic	  people	  but	  I	  hope	  they	  
would	  adjust	   this	  more	  wisely	  not	  by	   looking	  at	   the	   foreigner	  
or	   the	   Icelander	   just	   looking	   for	   the	   skill	   in	   the	   first	   place.	  
Slowly	  getting	  there	  because	  I	  can	  see	  from	  these	  eight	  years,	  
they	   are	   slowly	   open	   up	   and	   it's	   last	   I	   saw	   later	   and	   rigid	  
minded	  is	  more	  open	  now	  so	  they	  would	  have	  to	  do	  better	  of	  
course.	  I	  mean	  there's	  still	  hope	  for	  them,	  you	  know.	  Just	  have	  
to	  be	  more	  open-‐minded	  and	  accept	  people.	  

Similarly	  Thuy	  had	  the	  same	  expectation	  to	  find	  a	  suitable	  job	  after	  she	  
finished	  her	  study,	  a	   job	   in	  which	  she	  could	  contribute	  to	  Icelandic	  society	  
and	  help	  immigrant	  children	  and	  women:	  

I	  hope	  after	  my	  study	  I	  will	  find	  a	  job	  and	  the	  job	  for	  me	  is	  also	  
is	   a	  base	   for	  me	   to	  do	   the	  emancipatory	   to	   contribute	   to	   the	  
society,	   the	   change	   for	   the	   better,	   for	   the	   students,	   for	   the	  
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immigrant	  children,	  for	  the	  immigrant	  women	  and	  by	  building	  
up	   on	   this	   crossroads	   people.	   Even	   the	   second	   generation	  
immigrants,	  then	  make	  us	  believing	  in	  more	  a	  better	  society	  in	  
a	  way	  and	  more	  tolerant,	  more	  respect.	  	  

Thuy	  envisioned	  her	  future	  as	  doing	  more	  projects	  with	  immigrants	  and	  
in	   the	   education	   field.	   She	   believed	   education	   was	   the	   only	   way	   for	   the	  
immigrants	   to	   improve	   their	   lives	   in	   Iceland.	   With	   education	   immigrants	  
would	  be	  able	   to	  get	  more	   respect	  and	  equality	   in	   this	  country.	  Thuy	  also	  
wished	  to	  influence	  the	  educational	  system	  in	  Iceland	  to	  be	  more	  inclusive	  
to	  everybody,	  which	  would	  not	  only	  benefit	   immigrants	  but	  also	   Icelandic	  
society	  in	  general,	  “The	  only	  thing	  that's	  how	  education	  can	  bring	  about	  the	  
critical	   thinking,	  protective,	  advancing	   is	  all	   I	  believe	   is	   through	  education,	  
with	  education.	  Besides	  you	  know	  Iceland,	  they	  value	  education,	  you	  don't	  
have	  education,	  you	  don't	  get	  their	  respect.”	  	  

Being	   active	   in	   social	   activities	   and	   working	   together	   with	   other	  
immigrant	   women	   in	   Iceland	   was	   Ima’s	   main	   motivation.	   As	   a	   cancer	  
survivor,	   together	   with	   her	   friend	   who	   was	   also	   undergoing	   cancer,	   Ima	  
wanted	  to	  raise	  awareness	  of	  the	  disease,	  especially	  among	  foreign	  women	  
in	  Iceland	  who	  did	  not	  speak	  Icelandic	  fluently	  and	  form	  a	  support	  group	  for	  
foreign	  women.	  	  

Most	  participants	  voiced	  a	  common	  desire	  that	  they	  would	  move	  away	  
from	   Iceland	  when	  better	  opportunity	  arose.	  Some	  participants	  expressed	  
their	  desire	  to	  go	  back	  to	  their	  home	  country,	  in	  Thuy’s	  case,	  not	  to	  live,	  but	  
to	  teach	  and	  improve	  the	  educational	  system	  in	  her	  home	  country:	  

This	   is	   one	  of	  my	  dreams,	   I	   don't	   know	   if	   it's	   going	   to	  be	   the	  
last	  one	  or	  not,	   is	  going	  back	  to	  my	  home	  country,	  not	  to	   live	  
there	  forever	  but	  to	  go	  there	  to	  work	  for	  a	  while	  and	  see	  what	  
can	   I	   do	   in	   order	   to	   help	   with	   the	   educational	   system.	   For	  
example,	  train	  the	  teachers,	  to	  modernize	  Vietnam.	  

While	  mentioning	   being	   satisfied	  with	   her	   life	   in	   general,	  Wati	   had	   an	  
ideal	   picture	   of	   the	   life	   she	   wanted,	   such	   as	   finishing	   her	   education	   and	  
being	   more	   involved	   in	   Icelandic	   society,	   which	   according	   to	   her	   was	   far	  
from	  reality.	  When	  asked	  about	  the	  reasons,	  she	  elaborated:	  

I	  couldn't	  finish	  my	  degree	  because	  I	  had	  this	  financial	  problem	  
and	  everything	  was	  so	  expensive	  and	  so	  on	  and	  socially	  I	  would	  
like	   to	   get	   more	   involved	   you	   know	   with	   the	   lots	   of	  
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communities	  with	   the	   Icelanders.	   I	   think	   as	   everybody	   knows	  
that	  Icelandic	  communities	  they're	  quite	  closed.	  

The	   impact	   of	   feeling	   not	   at	   home	   subsequently	   led	  Wati	   to	   consider	  
Indonesia	  as	  her	  home	  country.	  She	  planned	  to	  move	  back	  to	   Indonesia	   if	  
given	  the	  opportunity.	  	  

Although	   Ella	   felt	   relatively	   satisfied	  with	   her	   life	   in	   Iceland,	   if	   given	   a	  
better	  option,	  she	  would	  move	  away	  to	  a	  country	  where	  she	  could	  pursue	  
further	   education	   and	   her	   passion,	   dancing.	   Additionally	   she	   mentioned	  
that	   she	  wanted	   to	   go	   back	   to	   the	   Philippines,	   having	   not	   been	   there	   for	  
more	  than	  10	  years,	  she	  felt	  that	  she	  was	  missing	  out	  on	  a	  lot.	  That	  was	  one	  
of	  her	  motivations	  to	  get	  involved	  in	  the	  mother	  tongue	  teaching:	  

For	  now	  I	  am	  I	  feel	  very	  good	  living	  here	  it's	  just	  that	  you	  know	  
sometimes	   I	   feel	   like	   you	   know	   not	   being	   able	   to	   go	   to	  
Philippines	   in	   the	   last	   10	   years	   I	   think	   it	   has	   like	   negative	  
consequences.	   I	   feel	   like	   I	   am	  missing	   out	   on	   something	   you	  
know,	  and	   I	   try	   to	   like	  make	   it	  up	  by	  doing	   this	  project	  about	  
Filipino	  language	  for	  kids.	  I	  make	  it	  up	  through	  that,	  I	  feel	  like	  I	  
am	   still	   missing	   something.	   I	   feel	   like	   you	   know	   if	   I	   go	   to	  
Philippines	   I	   would	   discover	   more	   about	   myself	   and	   accept	  
more	  about	  myself	  and	  stuff.	  
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8 Summary	  and	  Discussion	  	  
	  

The	  purpose	  of	  my	  study	  is	  to	  explore	  how	  the	  dimensions	  of	  cross-‐cultural	  
adaptation	  influence	  Asian	  immigrant	  women	  in	  Iceland	  in	  constructing	  and	  
developing	   their	   identity	   and	   how	   the	   concept	   of	   cultural	   marginality	  
applies	   to	   them.	   Their	   participation	   in	   social	   and	   educational	   settings	   in	  
Iceland	   is	   also	   explored.	   In	   the	   previous	   chapter,	   I	   have	   described	   and	  
divided	   into	   themes	   the	  discourses	  of	   the	  participants	   in	   this	   study.	  All	   of	  
the	   women	   except	   two	   participants	   migrated	   to	   Iceland	   for	   marital	  
purposes.	  They	  all	  admitted	  that	  they	  didn’t	  have	  any	  previous	  knowledge	  
about	   Iceland	  before	   the	  migration	   took	  place	   except	   of	   the	   geographical	  
location.	   Nevertheless	   they	  were	   eager	   to	   learn	   Icelandic	   autodidactically	  
before	  even	  migrating	  to	  Iceland.	  	  

When	   I	   selected	   the	   participants,	   it	  was	   purely	   coincidental	   that	   all	   of	  
the	   women	   are	   university	   educated.	   However,	   they	   revealed	   different	  
opinions	   and	   experiences	   in	   their	   adaptation	   in	   Iceland.	   Some	   of	   the	  
women’s	  partners	  are	  not	  Icelanders,	  which	  in	  my	  opinion	  is	  interesting	  to	  
observe	   whether	   this	   occurrence	   affects	   their	   participation	   in	   social	  
settings.	  The	  result	  of	  my	  study	  is	  aligned	  with	  other	  studies	  of	  immigrants	  
in	   Iceland.	   All	   of	   the	   women	   are	   struggling	   internally	   from	   the	   result	   of	  
contact	   with	   diverse	   cultural	   values	   and	   attitudes.	   The	   impact	   is	   on	   their	  
identity	   construction,	   leading	   to	   a	   challenging	   effort	   in	   order	   to	   balance	  
their	  ethnic	  identity,	  to	  maintain	  their	  heritage	  cultural	  values,	  while	  at	  the	  
same	   time	   trying	   to	   fulfil	   the	   expectation	   of	   the	   host	   society	   (Icelandic	  
society).	  The	  dissimilarities	  of	   the	  culture	  and	   language	  are	  the	  prominent	  
factors	  in	  producing	  sociocultural	  and	  psychological	  barriers	  between	  these	  
women	  and	  Icelandic	  society	  at	  large.	  The	  treatment	  that	  they	  receive	  from	  
the	   society	   and	   the	   apparent	   stereotype	   related	   to	   their	   race	   and	   gender	  
also	   has	   an	   impact	   on	   their	   adaptation	   process	   and	   social	   participations.	  
Their	   future	   plans	   and	   personality	   attributes	   are	   determining	   factors	   in	  
these	  women’s	  adaptation	  motivation,	  which	  subsequently	  influences	  their	  
participation	  in	  educational	  and	  social	  settings.	  In	  this	  section,	  I	  summarize	  
the	  main	   findings	   of	  my	   study	   in	   connection	   to	   the	   theories	   employed	   in	  
this	  study.	  

8.1 	   Culture	  and	  Identity	  

The	   women	   in	   this	   study	   perceive	   and	   conduct	   themselves	   according	   to	  
their	  heritage	  cultural	  backgrounds	   in	  order	  to	  retain	  their	  ethnic	   identity.	  
Although	   some	   of	   them	   hold	   Icelandic	   citizenship,	   they	   do	   not	   regard	  
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themselves	   as	   Icelanders.	   Some	   of	   them	   still	   celebrate	   their	   cultural	  
heritage	   festivities.	   This	   attitude	   correspondent	   to	   Phinney,	   Horenczyk,	  
Liebkind	   &	   Vedder	   (2001)	   who	   constitute	   ethnic	   identity	   as	   self-‐
identification,	  shared	  sense	  of	  values,	  commitment	  and	  belonging	  to	  one’s	  
own	  ethnic	  group.	  Even	  though	  they	  still	  hold	  their	  original	  cultural	  values	  
and	   heritage	   norms,	   all	   of	   them	   admitted	   that	   they	   have	   become	   more	  
open-‐minded	   and	   liberal	   due	   to	   the	   exposure	   to	   Icelandic	   culture.	   The	  
internalization	   of	   diverse	   cultural	   influences	   encourages	   the	   women	   to	  
attain	  hybrid	  identity	  by	  adopting	  and	  integrating	  new	  forms	  and	  practices,	  
entailing	  cultural	  mixing	  (Bernhard,	  2013;	  Bhabha,	  2004,	  Eriksen,	  2002).	  It	  is	  
coherent	   with	   Bennett’s	   (1993)	   description	   where	   the	   women,	   trying	   to	  
adapt	   themselves	   in	   their	   new	   environment,	   bridge	   and	   internalize	   two	  
different	   cultures	   and	   carry	   on	   diffusing	   their	   perspective	   without	   really	  
detaching	  themselves	  from	  their	  past	  cultural	  experiences.	  	  

Andy	   identified	   herself	   as	   a	   Chinese	  Malaysian	   but	   also	   half-‐Caucasian	  
due	  to	  the	  adaptation	  process	  in	  Iceland	  that	  influenced	  her	  way	  of	  thinking	  
and	   attitude.	   She	   maintained	   her	   cultural	   identity	   by	   celebrating	   her	  
cultural	  heritage	  festivities.	   Ima	  tried	  to	  maintain	  her	   identity	  as	  a	  Muslim	  
Singaporean	   by	   practicing	   her	   religious	   views.	   One	   important	   aspect	   of	  
identity	  construction	  in	  a	  new	  settlement	  is	  the	  practice	  of	  religion	  (Ralston,	  
1998).	   	   Ima	   also	   organized	   activities	   she	   normally	   does	   in	   Singapore	  with	  
her	   co-‐ethnics.	   Thuy	  maintained	   her	   cultural	   identity	   as	   a	   Vietnamese	   by	  
celebrating	  Vietnamese	  cultural	  events,	   listening	  to	  Vietnamese	  music	  and	  
worshipping	  her	  ancestors,	  who	  define	  her	   identity	  as	  a	  Vietnamese.	  Wati	  
implemented	  her	  cultural	  values	   in	  bringing	  up	  her	  children.	  Similar	  to	  the	  
other	  participants,	  Wati	   felt	   that	   she	  became	  more	  of	   a	  Westerner	   in	  her	  
way	   of	   thinking	   and	   attitude.	   Ella	   saw	   herself	   as	   a	   person	   with	   an	  
international	  identity	  who	  has	  a	  Filipino	  and	  Icelandic	  background,	  but	  she	  
maintained	  her	  ethnic	  background	  by	  speaking	  Tagalog	  to	  her	  child.	  Rione	  
maintained	  her	  ethnic	  identity	  by	  celebrating	  her	  traditional	  cultural	  events	  
and	   Tagalog	   is	   the	   main	   language	   spoken	   at	   her	   home.	   As	   an	   idealized	  
perception	   of	   the	   country	   of	   origin,	   for	   immigrants,	   culture	   becomes	   a	  
symbol	   of	   what	   has	   been	   lost	   and	   sacrificed.	   Some	   ways	   of	   retaining	  
identity	   is	   through	   music,	   religion,	   ritualized	   daily	   routines	   and	   activities	  	  
(Chell-‐Robinson,	   2000).	   Tradition,	   traditional	   and	   cultural	   values	   are	  
maintained	  through	  customs,	  habits,	  way	  of	  life,	  and	  standards	  of	  behavior	  
(Trong-‐Chuan,	   2005).	   The	   aforementioned	   description	   of	   participants’	  
efforts	   in	   constructing	   an	   integral	   identity	   by	   consciously	   acknowledging	  
their	   ethnicity	   and	   original	   cultural	   values,	   while	   at	   the	   same	   time	  
establishing	   their	   own	   set	   of	   values	   based	   upon	   two	   cultural	   frames	   of	  
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reference.	   This	   practice	   conform	   the	   critical	   sense	   of	   self	   as	   constructive	  
marginal	  (Bennett,	  1993).	  	  

Thuy	  perceived	  herself	  as	  a	  mixture	  of	  each	  culture.	  She	  was	  unable	  to	  
affiliate	  herself	  to	  a	  specific	  culture.	  She	  did	  not	  feel	  that	  she	  belongs	  to	  any	  
culture,	  which	  manifested	   in	  her	  feeling	  both	  as	  an	   insider	  and	  outsider	   in	  
each	   culture.	   Ella	  was	  eager	   to	   create	  her	  own	  unique	   identity,	   a	  mixture	  
between	   Icelandic	   and	   Filipino	   cultural	   values,	   and	   independent	   from	  any	  
peer	  group	  reference.	  Ella	  exhibits	  identity	  diffusion,	  in	  which	  she	  gains	  high	  
proficiency	   in	   the	   ethnic	   language	   but	   also	   demonstrates	   low	   ethnic	  
identity,	   lack	   of	   proficiency	   in	   the	   host	   language	   and	   somewhat	   low	  
national	   identity	   and	   national	   peer	   contacts	   (Phinney,	   Berry,	   Vedder,	   &	  
Liebkind,	   2006).	   The	   challenge	  of	   developing	   a	   cultural	   identity	  which	   can	  
be	   primarily	   ethnic-‐based	   (ethnic	   identity)	   or	   primarily	   national,	   based	  on	  
the	  host	  society,	  or	  bicultural,	  based	  on	  a	  balancing	  or	  blending	  of	  the	  two	  
cultures,	   are	   faced	   by	   young	   people	   who	   migrate	   to	   a	   new	   country	   as	  
children	  (Phinney	  &	  Devich-‐Navarro,	  1997).	  	  

Having	  been	  exposed	  to	  different	  cultures	  has	  impacted	  the	  participants	  
in	   attitudes	   and	   behaviours	   that	   create	   internal	   conflicts.	   Although	   they	  
admitted	   to	   having	  managed	   to	   incorporate	   Icelandic	   cultural	   values	   and	  
their	   own	   cultural	   values,	   some	   of	   them	   referred	   to	   the	   feeling	   of	   not	  
belonging	   to	   any	   particular	   culture,	   either	   their	   own	   culture	   or	   Icelandic	  
culture.	  This	  feeling	  of	  not	  belonging	  is	  constituted	  as	  cultural	  marginality	  to	  
the	   same	   extent	   as	   an	   experience.	   When	   people	   are	   exposed	   to	   two	   or	  
more	  cultures,	   they	  have	  the	  tendency	  to	  not	   fit	  perfectly	   into	  any	  one	  of	  
the	  cultures	   to	  which	   they	  have	  been	  exposed,	   rather	   they	  may	   fit	  on	   the	  
edge,	  in	  the	  margins	  of	  each	  (Bennett,	  1993;	  Schaetti,	  1996).	  	  

The	   participants	   described	   themselves	   as	   being	   in	   between	   cultures,	  
fostering	  two	  cultural	  values,	  Asian	  and	  Western	  values.	  They	  claimed	  to	  be	  
more	  liberal	  and	  open-‐minded	  because	  of	  the	  influence	  of	  Icelandic	  cultural	  
values,	   and	   combine	   both	   Eastern	   and	   Western	   values	   in	   their	   way	   of	  
thinking	  and	  attitudes,	  selecting	  or	  combining	  the	  ones	  that	  suit	   them	  the	  
most.	   This	   flexibility	   in	   identity	   is	   a	   basic	   psychological	   and	   social	  
orientation	  of	  immigrants	  with	  respect	  to	  themselves,	  their	  original	  cultural	  
values	   and	   host’s	   cultural	   values	   in	   general	   (Kim,	   2001).	   But	   in	   certain	  
situations	   they	   still	   encountered	   cultural	   conflicts.	   This	   state	   of	   cultural	  
conflict	  is	  termed	  terminal	  uniqueness,	  where	  the	  immigrants	  are	  unable	  to	  
envisage	   a	   peer	   group	  with	  whom	   they	   can	   relate	   because	   they	   perceive	  
themselves	   as	   unique.	   This	   condition	   may	   lead	   to	   the	   encapsulated	  
marginal	   (Bennett,	   1993;	   Parham,	   1989).	   The	   responses	   to	   alternate	  
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between	  cultures,	  to	  this	  terminal	  uniqueness,	  may	  lead	  participants	  to	  act	  
as	   a	   chameleon,	   a	   word	   that	   some	   participants	   used	   to	   describe	   their	  
adaptation	  ability.	  The	  effect	  of	  bicultural	  membership	  lead	  participants	  to	  
inability	  to	  construct	  firm	  identity,	  rather	  they	  develop	  a	  marginal	  identities	  
which	   are	   associated	   with	   both	   cultures	   but	   do	   not	   belong	   to	   either	  
completely	  (Bennett,	  1993;	  Poston,	  1990).	  	  

Ella	   felt	   rejected	   by	   the	   Filipino	   community	   and	   was	   accused	   of	  
becoming	   too	   Icelandic.	   She	   professed	   that	   she	   had	   to	  make	   an	   effort	   in	  
accommodating	   and	   shaping	   her	   personality	   whenever	   she	   interacted	  
within	   the	   Filipino	   community	   in	   order	   to	   be	   accepted,	   yet	   she	   still	  
experienced	  internal	  conflict	  and	  identity,	  “I	  don't	  know	  it's	  really	  weird	  and	  
it's	  a	  weird	  feeling.	  You	  feel	  like	  an	  outsider	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time	  you	  feel	  
like	   an	   insider”.	   Immigrants	   with	   dual	   cultural	   membership	   possibly	  
experience	   both	   alienation	   and	   rejection,	   which	   can	   be	   related	   to	   the	  
pressure	   of	   both	   cultures.	   The	   new	   culture	   may	   pressure	   immigrants	   to	  
conform	   to	   its	   unfamiliar	   roles	   and	   expectations	   in	   order	   to	   be	   accepted,	  
while	  members	  of	  the	  original	  culture	  may	  accuse	  immigrants	  of	  selling	  out	  
and	   being	   corrupted	   by	   the	   new	   culture	   or	   rejecting	   his	   or	   her	   original	  
culture	  (Bennett,	  1993).	  	  

The	   majority	   of	   the	   participants	   described	   their	   experiences	   of	   being	  
unsupported	  and	  rejected	  by	  Icelandic	  society.	  These	  experiences	  manifest	  
encapsulated	  marginality,	  where	  the	  women,	   interacting	  between	  cultures	  
mentally	  and	  behaviourally,	  at	  some	  level	  may	  feel	  outside	  of	  and	  excluded	  
(Bennett,	   1993;	   Leinaweaver,	   2011;	   Fretheim,	   2007).	   Participants’	  
explanation	   of	   being	   excluded	   or	   unsupported	   is	   generated	   by	   several	  
factors	   such	   as	   the	   unwelcoming	   environment,	   non	   existing	   support	  
systems,	   superficial	   social	   interactions	   with	   host	   culture,	   and	   cultural	  
distance	   (the	   degree	   of	   similarity	   between	   the	   internalized	   culture)	  
(Bennett,	  1993),	  which	  will	  be	  described	  in	  the	  next	  subchapters.	  	  

8.2 	   Psychological	  Adaptation	  

As	  mentioned	  earlier,	  all	  of	  the	  participants	  except	  the	  youngest	  one	  (Ella)	  
migrated	  to	  Iceland	  voluntary.	  This	  kind	  of	  migration	  influences	  greatly	  their	  
adaptation	   process.	   Individuals	   who	  migrate	   voluntary	   are	   more	   likely	   to	  
put	  more	  effort	   in	  adapting	  themselves	  to	  the	  host	  society.	   In	  this	  context	  
psychological	  adaptation	  is	  closely	  related	  to	  the	  willingness	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  
new	  environment.	  Generally,	  psychological	  adaptation	  signifies	  individuals’	  
mental	  well-‐being	  and	  a	  clear	  sense	  of	  personal	  and	  cultural	  identity	  in	  the	  
new	   cultural	   context	   (Searle	   &	   Ward,	   1990).	   Psychological	   adaptation	   is	  
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basically	   foreseen	   by	   personality	   variables,	   changes	   in	   life,	   and	   social	  
support	   (Ward,	   2001).	   Migrating	   to	   Iceland	   voluntary	   also	   designs	   their	  
adaptation	   motivation	   that	   drives	   them	   emotionally	   and	   mentally	   to	  
become	  involved	   in	  the	  host	  society	  (Kim,	  2001).	  The	  women	  in	  this	  study	  
see	  themselves	  settling	  in	  Iceland	  for	  a	  longer	  period.	  	  

The	  participants	  in	  this	  study	  came	  to	  Iceland	  following	  their	  husbands,	  
except	   Ella	   and	  Wati.	   Even	   though	   the	   women	   did	   not	   make	   any	   special	  
preparation	  for	  their	  migration,	  some	  of	  them	  put	  an	  effort	  into	  adaptation	  
process	  early	  on	  by	  learning	  Icelandic	   language	  autodidactically	  before	  the	  
migration	  process.	   Since	   they	   found	  out	   that	   Icelandic	  was	  a	   very	  difficult	  
language	   to	   teach	   oneself,	   they	   enrolled	   into	   the	   language	   courses	   in	  
diverse	   formal	   language	   institutions.	   They	   all	   agreed	   that	   language	   is	   the	  
main	  key	  for	  integration	  and	  to	  get	  to	  know	  the	  society.	  Some	  of	  them	  were	  
actively	  seeking	  information	  from	  the	  natives	  about	  the	  Icelandic	  way	  of	  life	  
from	  their	  interactions	  with	  Icelanders	  at	  their	  workplace	  or	  social	  settings.	  
They	   all	   admitted	   that	   it	  was	   very	   difficult	   for	   them	   in	  many	  ways	   in	   the	  
beginning	   to	   adjust	   themselves	   as	   they	  were	  exposed	   to	   cultural	   shock	   in	  
Iceland,	  and	  had	   to	  make	  adjustments	   in	   their	  daily	   lives,	   including	   to	   the	  
weather.	  Nevertheless,	  all	  of	   the	  challenges	  they	   faced	  did	  not	  discourage	  
them	   from	  proceeding	  with	   getting	   to	   know	   the	   society	   as	   they	  prepared	  
themselves	  mentally	  for	  the	  drastic	  change	  in	  their	  lives.	  

The	  motivations	  behind	  the	  women’s	  effort	  of	  adaptation	  clearly	  show	  a	  
significant	   link	   to	   their	   internal	   characteristics.	   Their	   adaptive	   personality	  
competences	   (Kim,	   2001)	   play	   crucial	   roles	   in	   influencing	   the	   level	   of	  
success	  of	  these	  women’s	  adaptions.	  Predisposition	  is	  the	  key	  that	  sets	  the	  
parameter	   and	   helps	   immigrants	   start	   their	   life	   in	   a	   new	   culture	   and	  
environment.	  Mental	  ability	  to	  take	  on	  the	  challenges	  in	  the	  new	  country	  of	  
settlement	   is	   enhanced	   by	   their	   preparedness	   for	   change	   and	   positivity	  
(Kim,	  2001).	  Ella	  mentioned	  that	  she	  didn’t	  know	  what	  to	  expect	   in	  a	  new	  
place	  (Iceland)	  and	  hoped	  for	  the	  best,	  similar	  to	  all	  of	  the	  participants.	  The	  
other	   particular	   traits	   are	   open-‐mindedness	   for	   change	   and	   strength	   that	  
these	  women	  possess	  in	  order	  to	  overcome	  the	  obstacles	  in	  their	  daily	  lives	  
in	   Iceland.	   Previous	   experiences	   of	   living	   in	   other	   foreign	   countries	   are	  
believed	  to	  encourage	  their	  mental	  ability	  in	  helping	  some	  of	  the	  women	  in	  
the	   transition.	   Thuy,	   who	   lived	   in	   the	   States	   before	  migrating	   to	   Iceland,	  
stated	   her	   ability	   to	   adapt	   and	   live	   anywhere.	   Andy	   voiced	   a	   similar	  
statement	   of	   being	   able	   to	   adapt	   easily	   because	   she	   studied	   and	   lived	   in	  
Australia	   before	   her	   migration	   to	   Iceland.	   The	   words	   such	   as	   “I	   am	   an	  
adapter,	   I	  am	  open,	   I	  am	  flexible”	  are	  commonly	  used	  by	  these	  women	   in	  
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describing	   their	   personality	   traits	   which	   aid	   them	   in	   their	   adaptation	  
process.	  	  

8.3 	   Sociocultural	  Adaptation	  

In	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation,	   the	   quality	   and	   quantity	   of	   the	   relationships	  
between	   individuals	   and	   their	   new	   socio-‐cultural	   milieus	   is	   a	   concern,	  
including	   their	  ability	   to	  deal	  with	  daily	  problems	  such	  as	   family	   life,	  work	  
and	   school	   (Berry,	   1997;	   Kim,	   2009;	   Sam,	   Vedder,	   Ward	   &	   Horenczyk,	  
2006).	  Although	  the	  women	  face	  cultural	  and	  sometimes	  language	  barriers	  
in	  their	  interaction	  with	  Icelanders,	  in	  general,	  the	  women	  have	  managed	  to	  
establish	   good	   contacts	  with	   the	   natives	   in	   social	   or	   professional	  milieus.	  
The	   relationship	   that	   these	   women	   form	   with	   Icelanders	   (host	   social	  
communication)	   is	   constrained	   by	   specific	   circumstances,	   such	   as	  
workplace,	  neighborhood,	  and	  other	  social	  milieus	  (Kim,	  2001).	  The	  level	  of	  
social	   interactions	   that	   these	   women	   have	   with	   Icelanders	   varies.	   All	   of	  
them	   claimed	   that	   they	  were	   socializing	  with	   Icelanders	   with	  whom	   they	  
were	  acquainted	  from	  social,	  professional	  or	  educational	  settings,	  but	  only	  
a	   few	   them	   engaged	   on	   a	   personal	   level	   with	   Icelanders.	   Most	   of	   the	  
interactions	  they	  have	  with	  Icelanders	  are	  simply	  professional,	  even	  though	  
they	   have	   Icelander	   friends.	   The	   reasons	   for	   not	   being	   engaged	   on	   a	  
personal	   level	  with	   Icelanders	   are	   interests	   and	  mentality	   differences	   and	  
failure	  in	  establishing	  personal	  contacts.	  	  

The	   women	   adopted	   a	   transnational	   habitus	   attitude,	   accepting	   and	  
adjusting	  themselves	   in	  sociocultural	  context,	  when	  they	  were	  not	  able	   to	  
establish	  a	   relationship	  within	   their	   immediate	  environment,	   such	  as	   their	  
neighbours	  (Guarnizo,	  1997).	  In	  Asia,	  it	  is	  customary	  to	  have	  a	  good	  relation	  
with	   the	   neighbours	   since	   sometimes	   they	   are	   the	   first	   persons	   that	   are	  
able	   to	   help	   us	   when	   we	   are	   in	   need.	   The	   women	   expressed	   their	  
disappointment	  for	  not	  being	  able	  to	  establish	  such	  relationships	  with	  their	  
neighbours.	  Nevertheless	   they	  perceived	  the	  situation	  as	  simply	   the	  result	  
of	  cultural	  differences.	  	  

The	   role	   of	   personal	   networks	   in	   the	   migration	   process	   is	   to	   provide	  
initial	   support	   that	  may	   ease	   some	   of	   the	   loneliness	   and	   hardship	   of	   the	  
family	  separation.	  These	  relationships	  are	  the	  focus	  of	  support,	  assisting	  in	  
subsequent	  adaptation	  to	  life	  in	  a	  host	  country	  and	  the	  core	  of	  immigrants’	  
ability	   to	   cope	   (Chell-‐Robinson,	   2000,	   p.	   113).	   The	   women	   in	   this	   study	  
sought	   social	   and	  mental	   support	   from	   their	   personal	   networks	   they	   had	  
established	   with	   the	   other	   foreign	   women	   in	   Iceland.	   It	   is	   interesting	   to	  
notice	  that	  foreign	  women	  with	  whom	  the	  women	  in	  this	  study	  bonded	  are	  
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not	   from	   the	   same	   ethnicity	   as	   theirs.	   Personal	   networks	   with	   the	   other	  
foreign	  women	   provided	   the	  women	  with	   emotional	   and	  mental	   support	  
when	  needed.	  For	  many	  immigrant	  women	  who	  suffer	  from	  social	  isolation,	  
friendship	   and	   other	   informal	   networks	   serve	   to	   provide	   important	   social	  
and	   other	   support	   (Anthias,	   2000,	   p.	   35–36).	   All	   participants	   preferred	   to	  
form	  a	  close	  and	  personal	  network	  with	  other	  foreign	  women	  for	  a	  source	  
of	   support	   rather	   than	   their	   immediate	   family	   (their	   Icelandic	   in-‐laws,	   for	  
example).	  Similarities	  in	  being	  an	  immigrant	  woman	  in	  Iceland	  have	  brought	  
these	   immigrant	  women	   closer	   regardless	  of	   their	   race	   and	  ethnicity.	   The	  
participants	   in	   this	   study	   felt	   that	   other	   foreign	   women	   could	   empathise	  
and	  relate	  to	  their	  situation.	  	  

Contradictory	   to	   the	   assumption	   that	   immigrants	   tend	   to	   form	   ethnic	  
social	  communication,	  the	  ethnic	  bonds	  between	  immigrants	  and	  their	  co-‐
ethnics	  (Kim,	  2001),	  almost	  all	  of	  the	  women	  in	  this	  study	  did	  not	  establish	  
a	  close	  and	  personal	   relationship	  with	   their	  co-‐ethnics.	  All	  of	   them	  except	  
Wati	  felt	  that	  they	  could	  not	  bond	  easily	  with	  their	  co-‐ethnics.	  As	  explained	  
above,	  the	  women	  developed	  a	  close	  and	  personal	  relationship	  with	  other	  
women	   of	   different	   ethnicity	   than	   theirs.	   The	   women	   offered	   various	  
reasons	  on	  why	   they	   failed	   to	  maintain	  a	   close	  and	  personal	   contact	  with	  
their	   co-‐ethnics.	   Rione	   pointed	   out	   the	   obvious	   reason	   that	  many	   of	   her	  
Filipino	  friends	  were	  always	  too	  busy	  working,	  thus	  she	  could	  not	  maintain	  
a	   closer	   relationship	   with	   her	   Filipino	   friends.	  While	   Andy,	   Ima	   and	   Thuy	  
argued	   that	   even	   though	   they	   came	   from	   the	   same	   country,	   it	   did	   not	  
necessarily	  mean	  they	  could	  have	  a	  connection	  to	  each	  other,	  mentally	  and	  
emotionally.	   The	   few	   people	   from	   their	   co-‐ethnics	   whom	   these	   three	  
women	  had	  a	  connection	  with	  had	  resided	  in	  Iceland	  as	  long	  or	  longer	  than	  
them.	   This	   phenomenon	   is	   comparable	   with	   social	   hierarchy	   in	   Asian	  
communities,	  which	  is	  grounded	  on	  seniority	  (Murphey,	  2003).	  	  

Akin	  to	  the	  other	  women	  who	  did	  not	  form	  a	  close	  and	  personal	  relation	  
with	   their	   co-‐ethnics,	   Ella	   deliberately	   chose	   not	   to	   interact	   with	   her	   co-‐
ethnics	  because	  she	  had	  difficulties	  connecting	  to	  them.	  Besides,	  Ella’s	  co-‐
ethnics	  pressured	  her	  to	  retain	  ethnic	  norms	  maintenance	  and	  to	  limit	  her	  
involvement	  in	  society.	  On	  the	  contrary,	  Wati	  depended	  greatly	  on	  her	  co-‐
ethnics	  for	  mental	  and	  emotional	  support,	  especially	  in	  the	  beginning	  of	  her	  
adaptation	   process.	   She	   managed	   to	   form	   a	   close	   and	   personal	   relation	  
with	  her	  co-‐ethnics.	  These	  two	  contradictory	  occurrences	  are	  affiliated	  with	  
Kim’s	   (2001)	   description,	   that	   although	   a	   strong	   ethnic	   group	   can	   help	  
immigrants’	   early	  phase	  of	   cultural	   adaptation,	   conversely	   a	   strong	  ethnic	  
community	  may	  exert	  pressure	  to	  its	  members	  to	  limit	  their	  adaptation	  and	  
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active	   involvement	   in	  the	  host	  milieu	  as	   it	  encourages	  ethno-‐linguistic	  and	  
ethnic	  norms	  maintenance.	  

The	   success	   of	   sociocultural	   adaptation	   is	   also	   predicted	   by	   cultural	  
knowledge	   (Ward,	   2001).	   In	   light	   of	   Icelandic	   traditional	   festivities,	   the	  
participants’	   involvement	   in	   celebrating	   the	   festivities	   was	   examined,	  
especially	  with	   the	   connection	   to	   their	   partners’	   cultural	   background.	   The	  
result	  shows	  that	  even	  though	  some	  of	  the	  women	  have	  Icelandic	  partners,	  
it	   is	  not	  essential	  that	  they	  would	  celebrate	  Icelandic	  traditional	  festivities.	  
Thuy	   whose	   husband	   is	   an	   Icelander	   celebrated	   Icelandic	   traditions	   and	  
Christian	   festivities	   with	   her	   husband’s	   family.	   Andy	   and	   Ima,	   who	   have	  
Icelandic	   husbands,	   did	   not	   celebrate	   Icelandic	   traditional	   festivities,	   only	  
Christian	   and	   their	   original	   cultural	   celebrations.	   Rione	   and	   her	   husband,	  
who	  came	  from	  the	  same	  country,	  celebrated	  only	  Christian	  festivities.	  Wati	  
and	   Ella,	   who	   have	   non-‐Icelander	   husbands,	   did	   not	   celebrate	   any	  
festivities.	  	  

8.4 	   Icelandic	  Society	  and	  Perceived	  Stereotypes	  

The	   participants	   were	   all	   in	   agreement	   on	   the	   discrepancies	   of	   cultural	  
values	   between	   Icelandic	   social	   and	   cultural	   values	   to	   their	   Asian	   cultural	  
backgrounds.	   They	   were	   all	   exposed	   to	   cultural	   shock	   when	   they	   first	  
encountered	   cultural	   differences.	   The	  most	   apparent	   astonishment	   is	   the	  
behaviour	  of	  Icelandic	  adolescents.	  The	  women	  were	  alarmed	  by	  the	  lack	  of	  
respect	   the	   Icelandic	   adolescents	   have	   towards	   the	   elderly.	   In	   expressing	  
their	   disapproval	   of	   the	   Icelandic	   adolescents’	   behaviour,	   the	   women	  
exhibit	   bifocality	   by	   comparing	   the	   normative	   standard	   in	   their	   home	  
country	  and	   Iceland	   (Guarnizo,	  1997;	  Rouse,	  1992;	   Smith,	  2001).	   Icelandic	  
adolescents	  are	  considered	  rude	  and	  do	  not	  hold	  ethical	  manners,	  which	  is	  
different	   compared	   to	   the	   standard	   of	   normative	   behaviour	   among	   Asian	  
adolescents	   in	  most	  Asian	   countries.	  The	   teenagers	   in	   Iceland	  are	   seen	  as	  
having	  too	  much	  freedom	  and	  lack	  in	  discipline.	  They	  are	  also	  careless	  and	  
inconsiderate	   towards	   other	   people.	   In	   most	   Asian	   countries,	   respect	   for	  
the	   elderly	   is	   built	   on	   social	   relationships.	   The	   awareness	   of	   hierarchy	  
within	   these	   relationships	   consigns	   the	   choice	   of	   language	   usage,	   such	   as	  
salutation	   in	   addressing	   the	   elderly	   (Ho,	   1982;	   Limanonda,	   1995).	   The	  
women	   pointed	   out	   the	   fact	   that	   Icelandic	   teenagers	   were	   disrespectful	  
towards	  the	  elderly	  and	  did	  not	  use	  proper	  language	  when	  speaking	  to	  the	  
elderly.	   Ima	   was	   disturbed	   when	   small	   children	   using	   the	   word	   “heyrðu”	  
when	  addressing	  someone.	  Moral	  conduct	  is	  also	  one	  of	  the	  main	  concerns	  
for	   these	   women.	   Sexual	   conduct	   among	   teenagers	   in	   Iceland	   was	  
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considered	   inappropriate	   and	   too	   early.	   Rione	   felt	   that	   showing	   public	  
affection	  was	  also	  improper.	  	  

Regardless	   of	   the	  previous	   experiences	  of	   some	  women	   living	   in	   other	  
Western	  countries	  and	  being	  exposed	  to	  other	  Western	  cultures,	  Icelanders	  
are	   seen	   as	   “different”.	   The	   behaviour	   of	   Icelanders	   is	   perceived	   as	  
distinctive	   compared	   to	   other	  Westerners.	   Icelandic	   society	   is	   considered	  
closed	   and	   sometimes	   can	   be	   unwelcoming	   towards	   immigrants.	  
Consequently,	  according	  to	  the	  women,	  it	  is	  entirely	  different	  compared	  to	  
Asian	  culture	  that	   is	  open	  and	  friendly	  toward	  foreigners.	  Encounters	  with	  
Icelanders	  have	  left	  the	  impression	  upon	  the	  participants	  that	  they	  are	  still	  
unwelcomed	  in	  the	  society.	  Some	  of	  them	  expressed	  their	  disappointment	  
when	   Icelanders	   did	   not	   greet	   them	   properly	   as	   what	   is	   normally	   done	  
among	   Icelanders,	   or	   when	   Icelanders	   failed	   to	   make	   an	   effort	   to	  
acknowledge	   and	   interact	   with	   them	   on	   a	   personal	   level.	   Sometimes,	  
immigrants	  do	  not	  necessarily	  have	  the	  options	  to	  choose	  how	  to	  integrate	  
as	  their	  adaptation	  experiences	  depend	  to	  a	  large	  degree	  on	  the	  conditions	  
in	   the	   larger	   society.	   The	   choices	   that	   immigrants	   can	   make	   may	   be	  
enforced	   by	   the	   host	   society	   with	   certain	   restrictions.	   Immigrants	   can	  
pursue	   integration	   successfully	   only	   when	   the	   host	   society	   is	  
accommodating	  and	  open	  toward	  cultural	  diversity	  (Berry,	  1990).	  Thuy	  and	  
Wati	   both	   admitted	   that	   although	   they	   felt	   accepted	   in	   their	   professional	  
group,	   it	  did	  not	  go	   to	   the	  extent	  of	  personal	   level.	   They	  both	   shared	   the	  
same	   experiences	   when	   they	   tried	   to	   establish	   more	   contacts	   with	   their	  
immediate	   environments,	   such	   as	   their	   co-‐workers,	   but	   the	   Icelanders	  
responded	   indifferently.	   These	   unfriendly	   responses	   diminish	   these	   two	  
women’s	   aspirations	   to	   continue	   their	   effort	   in	   establishing	   contact	   with	  
Icelanders.	  Wati	   criticized	   Icelandic	   society	  as	  not	  being	  open	  and	  did	  not	  
create	  a	  friendly	  atmosphere	  for	  foreigners,	  “I	  think	  it	  has	  to	  be	  like	  mutual	  
desire	   you	   know.	   My	   desire	   to	   be	   part	   of	   the	   society	   and	   the	   society’s	  
desire	  to	  embrace	  a	  foreigner.”	  

The	   adaptation	   process	   is	   influenced	   to	   a	   large	   extent	   by	   host	  
receptivity,	   a	   collective	   of	   respect,	   goodwill,	   generosity,	   support	   and	   self-‐
confidence	   of	   the	   host	   society	   concerning	   immigrants.	   Host’s	   openness	  
towards	  immigrants	  and	  acceptance	  of	  them	  into	  social	   interactions	  in	  the	  
society	   includes	   the	   form	   of	   diverse	   social	   supports	   (Kim,	   2001).	   Some	   of	  
the	  women	  felt	  that	  they	  did	  not	  receive	  sufficient	  social	  support	  from	  the	  
society	  and	  were	  differentiated.	  They	  felt	  discriminated	  because	  no	  matter	  
how	  long	  they	  have	  resided	  in	  Iceland,	  they	  would	  always	  be	  considered	  as	  
foreigners.	  Thus,	  the	  status	  of	  being	  a	  foreigner	  entails	  the	  treatment	  they	  
received	   from	   the	   society	  making	   the	   women	   feel	   inferior	   as	   a	   foreigner	  
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compared	   to	   the	   superiority	   of	   host	   society	   and	   the	   culture	   (Rumbaut,	  
1999).	  For	  example,	  Andy	  claimed	  that	  she	  was	  rejected	  for	  rental	  subsidy	  
partly	  because	  she	  was	  a	  foreigner.	  Ella,	  who	  was	  not	  entitled	  to	  receive	  a	  
student	  loan,	  also	  asserted	  that	  it	  was	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  was	  not	  an	  
Icelandic	  citizen	  (foreigner)	  even	  though	  she	  has	  lived	  here	  for	  many	  years.	  
The	  treatment	  was	  perceived	  as	  unfair	  in	  their	  opinion.	  	  

The	  feeling	  of	  being	  discriminated	  is	  not	  only	  based	  upon	  their	  status	  as	  
foreigners	   but	   also	   based	   upon	   their	   race.	   The	  women	  believed	   the	  main	  
reason	  for	  prejudice	  and	  discriminated	  treatment	  they	  received	  was	  due	  to	  
their	  race	  being	  Asian.	  Sometimes	  the	  women	  felt	  that	  they	  were	  valued	  as	  
a	  lower	  class	  in	  the	  society.	  On	  some	  occasions,	  these	  women	  were	  ignored	  
by	  sales	  persons	  in	  the	  shops	  or	  were	  mistakenly	  assumed	  as	  maid	  or	  a	  low	  
class	   worker.	   This	   stereotype	   is	   related	   to	   the	   intersection	   of	   racism	   and	  
sexism,	   which	   leads	   qualified	   immigrant	   women	   to	   sometimes	   take	  
unskilled	   feminized	   jobs	   and	   are	   poorly	   paid	   (Escrivá,	   2000).	   Some	   of	   the	  
women	  also	  felt	  differentiated	  based	  on	  their	  status	  as	  an	  Asian	  immigrant	  
in	   their	   professional	   sectors.	   Two	  women	   expressed	   their	   frustration	   that	  
no	   matter	   how	   educated	   they	   were,	   they	   did	   not	   have	   the	   same	  
opportunity	   as	   Icelanders	   because	   of	   their	   physical	   traits	   as	   Asian.	   Ethnic	  
proximity	   to	   host	   society,	   which	   is	   included	   ethnic	   characteristics	   of	  
immigrants,	   can	   often	   work	   against	   or	   in	   favour	   of	   the	   immigrants	   (Kim,	  
2001).	   The	  differences	   in	  physical	   attributes	   such	  as	   skin	  colour	  and	   facial	  
features	   can	   create	   psychological	   barriers	   and	   stress	   between	   immigrants	  
and	   the	   natives	   (Dovido,	   Gaertner	   &	   Kawakami,	   2010;	   Memmi,	   1999;	  
O´Sullivan-‐See	  &	  Wilson,	   1988;	   Todorov,	   2005).	   The	   impression	   I	   received	  
from	  these	  women	  about	  Icelandic	  society	  is	  that	  of	  a	  closed	  and	  exclusive	  
network.	   This	   phenomenon	   similarly	   enhanced	   the	   lack	   of	   opportunity	   in	  
professional	   careers	   for	   these	  women.	   Promotion	   at	   their	   workplace	  was	  
usually	  offered	  to	  Icelanders.	  

Language	   competence	   is	   another	   deterring	   factor.	   Almost	   all	   of	   the	  
participants	   recognized	   that	   the	   lack	  of	  opportunities	   in	   their	  professional	  
sectors	  was	  strongly	  related	  to	  their	  proficiency	  in	  Icelandic	  language.	  It	  is	  a	  
prominent	  fact	  that	  immigrants	  who	  are	  less	  proficient	  in	  the	  host	  language	  
are	   often	   subject	   to	   discrimination	   (Kim,	   2001).	   Some	   of	   the	   women	  
acknowledged	   that	   their	   capabilities	   and	   intellectual	   knowledge	   were	  
scrutinized	   based	   on	   their	   proficiency	   in	   Icelandic	   language.	   The	   lack	   of	  
Icelandic	   proficiency	   does	   not	   solely	   affect	   these	   women	   in	   their	  
professional	  sectors,	  but	  also	  in	  social	  settings.	  Ella	  was	  aware	  that	  the	  lack	  
of	   her	   Icelandic	   proficiency	   hindered	   her	   participation	   in	   the	   discussions	  
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with	   her	   Icelandic	   friends	   or	   co-‐workers.	   This	   experience	   often	  made	   her	  
feel	  excluded.	  	  

The	   willingness	   of	   Icelanders	   to	   tolerate,	   accommodate,	   or	   appreciate	  
the	  cultural	  habits	  and	  practices	  that	  the	  immigrants	  bring	  with	  them	  from	  
their	   original	   culture	   is	   a	   part	   of	   host	   conformity	   pressure.	   Host	   society	  
challenges	  immigrants	  to	  adopt	  to	  the	  host’s	  normative	  cultural	  values.	  The	  
expectation	  also	  covers	  the	  requirement	  of	  proficiency	  in	  host	  language	  and	  
culture.	   Failing	   to	  meet	   such	   expectations	   is	   often	   expressed	   in	   forms	   of	  
disapproval,	   prejudice,	   discrimination,	   and	   unreceptiveness	   (Kim,	   2001).	  
Andy	  expressed	  her	  discontent	  when	  she	  was	  expected	   to	  speak	   Icelandic	  
all	   the	   time.	   Wati	   faced	   personal	   conflicts	   when	   she	   felt	   that	   she	   was	  
expected	   to	   behave	   according	   to	   her	   ethnicity	   but	   at	   the	   same	   time	  was	  
also	   criticized	   for	   it.	   In	   her	   own	   account,	   Wati	   described	   her	   experience	  
when	   she	  brought	   traditional	   Indonesian	   food	   to	  work,	  dried	  herring,	   and	  
her	   co-‐workers	   were	   complaining	   about	   the	   smell	   and	   asked	   her	   not	   to	  
bring	  that	  kind	  of	  food	  any	  more	  to	  work.	  This	  experience	  made	  Wati	   feel	  
discriminated;	  she	  quoted	  her	  co-‐worker’s	  words,	  “Even	  though	  you	  are	  an	  
Asian	   please	   you	   are	   in	   the	   Icelandic	   society	   right	   now.	   We	   do	   not	  
appreciate	  the	  smell	  of	  the	  food	   like	  that	  one.	  Please	  don't	  bring	   it	   to	  this	  
place.”	  Wati’s	  experience	  of	  cultural	  estrangement	  put	  her	   in	  a	  vulnerable	  
position	   to	   a	   sense	   of	   rejection	   and	   isolation	   which	   may	   lead	   to	   the	  
entrapment	   of	   encapsulated	   marginality	   that	   deters	   the	   effort	   of	  
integration	   and	   transition	   into	   the	   platform	   of	   constructive	   marginality	  
(Bennett,	  1993;	  Econompoulos,	  1999;	  Moodian,	  2007).	  

Apparently,	   the	   common	   stereotype	   that	   the	   participants	   confront	   is	  
being	   regarded	   as	   mail	   order	   brides,	   where	   the	   women,	   pressured	   by	  
economic	   desperation,	   have	   opted	   to	   become	   mail	   order	   brides	  
(Villapando,	  1989).	  Most	  participants	  experienced	   this	   stereotype	  at	   some	  
point.	  The	  stereotype	  of	  Asian	  women	  as	  mail	  order	  brides	  who	   flee	   from	  
the	   poverty	   in	   their	   home	   country	   by	   marrying	   older	   men	   is	   obviously	  
widespread	   in	   Icelandic	   society	   because	   the	   women	   experienced	   similar	  
judgement.	   The	   other	   stereotype	   is	   that	   Asian	   women	   speak	   Icelandic	  
poorly	   or	   speak	   English	   with	   a	   strange	   accent.	   	   Andy	   assumed	   that	   the	  
stereotype	  is	  predominantly	  associated	  to	  their	  race	  as	  Asian	  women	  rather	  
than	  gender,	  since	  Iceland	  ranks	  the	  highest	  nation	  in	  the	  world	  for	  gender	  
equality	  for	  six	  consecutive	  years.	  

The	   stereotype	  does	   not	   come	  merely	   from	   the	   society.	   Some	  women	  
felt	  that	  their	  partners	  occasionally	  expected	  them	  to	  behave	  like	  an	  Asian	  
woman	   who	   would	   willingly	   carry	   the	   burden	   of	   domestic	   chores.	   Wati	  
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explained	   how	   her	   ex-‐husband	   expected	   her	   to	   serve	   him.	   Ella	   and	   Ima	  
determined	   to	   counter	   attack	   the	   stereotypes	   by	   sharing	   the	  
responsibilities	  of	  domestic	  chores	  with	  their	  partners.	  	  

Despite	   the	   stereotypes	   and	  unwelcoming	   atmosphere,	   all	   participants	  
also	   complimented	   Icelandic	   society.	   The	   women	   reflected	   on	   their	  
contentment	   with	   Icelandic	   society’s	   liberal	   values.	   Open-‐mindedness	  
toward	   alternative	   lifestyles,	   senses	   of	   independence,	   freedom	   and	  
personal	   privacy	   are	   considered	  positive	  points.	   Ima,	   Ella,	   Rione	   and	  Wati	  
praised	  how	  Icelandic	  children	  and	  adolescents	  are	  more	  independent	  and	  
liberal	   compared	   to	   the	   children	   and	   adolescents	   in	   their	   home	   country.	  
Rione	  and	  Ella	  felt	  the	  advantages	  of	  being	  a	  woman	  in	  Iceland	  who	  is	  able	  
to	   make	   her	   own	   decisions	   and	   have	   the	   freedom	   to	   do	   whatever	   she	  
desires,	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  tradition	  in	  their	  home	  country.	  	  

8.5 	   Icelandic	  Language	  

The	  highest	  accomplishment	  of	  immigrants	  is	  the	  ability	  to	  interact	  with	  
the	   natives	   through	   host	   language.	   Language	   is	   the	  main	  medium	   for	   the	  
adaptation	   of	   immigrants	   (Kim,	   2001).	   The	   importance	   of	   language	   is	   not	  
merely	   as	   a	   shared	   communication	   tool,	   Icelandic	   language	   is	   a	   prime	  
identification	   that	   unites	   and	   distinguishes	   the	   nation,	   an	   extension	   of	   a	  
nation’s	   identification	  and	  characteristics	  (Gauti	  Kristmannsson,	  2004;	  Gísli	  
Pálsson,	   1989;	   Unnur	   Dís	   Skaptadóttir,	   2007).	   All	   women	   in	   this	   study	  
declared	  the	  importance	  of	  learning	  Icelandic.	  The	  language	  not	  only	  serves	  
as	  a	  bridge	  to	  connect	  the	  women	  to	  the	  society,	  moreover	  it	  is	  a	  symbol	  of	  
their	  integration	  into	  Icelandic	  society.	  The	  women	  took	  Icelandic	  courses	  in	  
various	   language	   institutions.	   The	   ability	   to	   speak	   Icelandic	   offers	   several	  
benefits	   as	   disclosed	   by	   the	   women	   during	   the	   interview.	   The	   most	  
important	  part	  is	  it	  helps	  the	  women	  in	  their	  workplaces.	  The	  other	  benefit	  
of	  speaking	  Icelandic	  is	  to	  be	  able	  to	  function	  properly	  in	  the	  society	  and	  to	  
be	  able	  to	  carry	  out	  their	  daily	  activities.	  Thuy	  admitted	  that	  before	  she	  was	  
able	  to	  speak	  Icelandic	  she	  felt	  helpless	  and	  dependent,	  but	  ever	  since	  she	  
was	   able	   to	   speak	   Icelandic	   she	   felt	   more	   confident	   and	   become	   more	  
independent.	   It	   also	   helped	   her	   interactions	   with	   Icelanders.	   All	   of	   the	  
women	   except	   Andy	   always	   spoke	   Icelandic	   in	   every	   occasion	   whenever	  
possible.	  	  

Icelanders	   are	   very	   proud	   of	   their	   heritage	   and	   Icelandic	   language,	  
therefore	   it	   has	   become	   an	   important	   character	   of	   the	   nation	   that	  
symbolizes	  national	   identity	  (Unnur	  Dís	  Skaptadóttir,	  2007).	  Acquiring	  host	  
language	   skills	   is	   the	  most	   effective	  method	   to	   gain	   knowledge	  about	   the	  
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norms	  and	  values	  of	  host	  culture,	  and	  to	  perform	  daily	  activities	  effectively	  
(Kim,	   2001;	   Parvis,	   2013).	   Since	   language	   represents	   the	   deepest	  
manifestation	   of	   a	   culture	   and	   system	   values	   (Clyne,	   M.	   &	   Clyne,	   M.G.,	  
1996),	  by	  being	  able	  to	  speak	  Icelandic,	  these	  women	  preserve	  their	  place	  
in	  the	  society,	  ensuring	  acceptance	  and	  respect	  from	  the	  society.	  It	  is	  also	  a	  
way	   to	   declare	   their	   equal	   position	   with	   Icelanders.	   Icelanders	   become	  
more	  responsive	  and	  even	  appreciative	  of	  the	  effort	  of	  speaking	   Icelandic.	  
Understanding	  and	  speaking	  Icelandic	  is	  also	  seen	  as	  a	  customary	  condition	  
to	   being	   a	   part	   of	   the	   society,	   to	   be	   aware	   of	   what	   is	   going	   on	   in	   the	  
environment	  and	  become	  more	  adaptable	  to	  the	  cultural	  norms	  and	  values.	  
It	  also	  tackles	  the	  stereotype	  of	  Asian	  women	  who	  speak	  poor	  Icelandic.	  	  

The	   motivation	   in	   learning	   Icelandic	   varied	   among	   the	   women.	   Rione	  
and	  Andy	   did	   not	   feel	   the	   need	   to	   improve	   their	   Icelandic.	   Rione	   felt	   her	  
Icelandic	   skills	  were	   enough	   as	   long	   as	   she	   could	  write	   and	   communicate	  
with	  her	  Icelander	  co-‐workers.	  Andy,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  did	  not	  think	  it	  was	  
essential	   to	   speak	   Icelandic	   all	   the	   time.	   She	   felt	   even	   discouraged	  when	  
people	   expected	   her	   to	   speak	   Icelandic.	   Subsequently,	   as	   mentioned	  
earlier,	  Andy	  was	  the	  only	  one	  who	  preferred	  English	   in	   interacting	  within	  
her	   environment.	   For	   those	   who	   intend	   to	   stay	   in	   Iceland	   for	   a	   longer	  
period	  of	  time,	  learning	  Icelandic	  is	  crucial.	  Ella	  and	  her	  partner,	  who	  is	  not	  
an	  Icelander,	  have	  the	  intention	  to	  stay	  in	  Iceland	  long	  term.	  Therefore	  she	  
determined	  to	  advance	  her	  Icelandic	  skills	  further.	  In	  addition,	  Ella	  planned	  
to	   study	   law	   at	   the	   university,	   and	   that	   required	   advanced	   Icelandic	  
proficiency.	   The	   obstacles	   the	   women	   faced	   in	   their	   attempt	   to	   learn	  
Icelandic	  were	   not	   only	   the	   grammatical	   difficulties,	   but	   also	   the	   costs	   of	  
the	  courses.	  The	  other	  obstacle	  was	   insufficient	   learning	   instruction.	  For	  a	  
beginner,	   learning	   Icelandic	   in	   a	   language	   institution	   requires	   English	  
proficiency	  that	  not	  all	  Asian	  immigrants	  possess.	  Studying	  Icelandic	  at	  the	  
university	   is	   not	   an	   easy	   option	   because	   the	   courses	   are	   offered	   during	  
office	  hours	  and	  the	  course	  instruction	  is	  all	  in	  Icelandic.	  

8.6 	   Future	  Vision	  and	  Expectations	  

Some	   of	   the	   participants	   reported	   their	   eagerness	   to	   continue	   their	  
education.	   Two	   of	   them	   were	   not	   motivated	   enough	   to	   take	   further	  
education	   for	   financial	   and	  personal	   reasons.	   The	  women	  who	  wanted	   to	  
pursue	   further	  education	   recognized	   the	   importance	  of	   education	   in	   their	  
employment	   benefits	   because	   it	   could	   lead	   to	   more	   opportunities.	   In	  
addition,	   they	   wanted	   to	   participate	   more	   actively	   in	   the	   society	   and	   it	  
could	   only	   be	   achieved	   effectively	   through	   education.	   Almost	   all	   of	   the	  
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women	   believed	   that	   their	   education	   had	   helped	   them	   tremendously	   in	  
their	   professional	   and	   personal	   life.	   Education	   is	   not	   only	   salient	   for	  
employment	   benefits,	   it	   is	   also	   a	   substance	   for	   personal	   growth.	   The	  
women	   believed	   education	   is	   the	   most	   efficient	   tool	   in	   combating	   the	  
stereotype	  of	  uneducated	  Asian	  women.	  	  

Based	  on	  their	  own	  judgement,	  all	  of	  the	  participants	  admitted	  that	  they	  
were	  fairly	  content	  with	  their	  life	  in	  Iceland,	  where	  their	  life	  satisfaction	  had	  
been	  defined	  as	  a	  universal	  evaluation	  of	  quality	  of	  life	  based	  on	  their	  own	  
chosen	   criteria	   (Shin	  &	   Johnson,	   1987).	   In	   this	   sense,	   these	  women	  were	  
able	  to	  identify	  consciously	  their	  responsibility	  of	  personal	  choices	  in	  setting	  
up	  their	  personal	  goals	  (Bennett,	  1993).	  However,	  they	  confessed	  that	  they	  
did	   not	   see	   Iceland	   as	   their	   “home”.	   Some	   of	   the	   participants	   still	  
considered	   their	   home	   country	   as	   their	   original	   home	   while	   Iceland	   was	  
merely	   their	   second	  home,	   the	  place	  where	   they	   reside	  at	   the	  moment,	  a	  
place	  where	  their	  families	  live.	  The	  women	  presented	  similar	  reasons	  as	  to	  
why	   they	   live	   in	   Iceland	  at	  present.	   Two	   factors	  were	  behind	   the	  drive	  of	  
their	   settlement	   in	   Iceland,	   financial	   and	   family	   reasons.	   Even	   though	  
Iceland	  was	  not	  considered	  as	  a	  “home”,	  contradictory,	  some	  of	  the	  women	  
also	  confessed	  that	  they	  would	  not	  be	  able	  to	  move	  back	  and	   live	   in	  their	  
home	   country.	   Ima	   and	   Thuy	   acknowledged	   that	   their	   mentality	   had	  
changed	   due	   to	   the	   exposure	   of	   Western	   (Icelandic)	   cultural	   values.	  
Therefore	   it	   would	   obstruct	   them	   from	   fitting	   into	   their	   original	   cultural	  
environment.	   This	   is	   an	   exhibition	   of	   cultural	   marginality,	   living	   on	   the	  
margin	   of	   two	   cultures.	   All	   of	   the	   women	   except	   Rione	   professed	   their	  
willingness	   to	   move	   away	   from	   Iceland,	   either	   to	   their	   home	   country	   or	  
other	  countries	  if	  they	  were	  given	  better	  opportunities	  in	  terms	  of	  financial	  
and	  educational	  improvement.	  	  

Many	   of	   the	   participants	   expressed	   their	   dreams	   to	   advance	   their	  
education	   and	   obtain	   a	   job	   equivalent	   to	   their	   education.	   Surprisingly,	  
despite	  feeling	  unaccepted	  and	  unsupported	  by	  the	  society,	  many	  of	  them	  
were	  eager	  to	  contribute	  to	  society.	  They	  were	  optimistic	  about	  their	  future	  
plans	  to	  participate	  more	  actively	   in	   the	   Icelandic	  society.	  Thuy	  wanted	  to	  
finish	  her	  study	  and	  improve	  the	  program	  for	  immigrant	  youths	  and	  foreign	  
women	   in	   Iceland.	   Ima	   was	   inspired	   to	   raise	   awareness	   of	   cancer	   risk	   to	  
foreign	   women	   and	   set	   up	   a	   support	   group	   for	   cancer	   patients	   and	  
survivors	   among	   foreign	   women	   in	   Iceland.	   Rione	   was	   active	   in	   mother	  
tongue	  organization.	  Ella	  planned	  to	  go	  back	  to	  school	  and	  to	  work	  in	  a	  field	  
related	   to	   immigrants	   and	   mother	   tongue	   affiliation.	   Akin	   to	   Ella,	   Wati	  
planned	  to	  go	  back	  studying	  at	  university	  and	  hoped	  to	  take	  an	  active	  role	  
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in	  society.	  These	  women’s	  motivations	  and	  personal	  goals	  are	  a	  process	  of	  
moving	  into	  the	  platform	  of	  constructive	  marginality	  (Bennett,	  1993).	  

The	  women	  revealed	  a	  variety	  of	  expectations	  from	  the	  society.	  Instead	  
of	   generalizing	   immigrant	   women	   based	   on	   their	   race	   and	   widely	   known	  
stereotypes,	   the	  women	  expected	  that	  the	  society	  would	  be	  willing	  to	  get	  
to	  know	  them	  more	  on	  a	  personal	  level,	  through	  their	  cultural,	  educational	  
and	   social	   backgrounds.	   Even	   though	   the	   stereotypes	  do	   exist,	   they	  don’t	  
necessarily	   apply	   to	   all	   immigrant	   women	   in	   Iceland.	   Social	   support	   and	  
services	   are	   also	   anticipated,	   especially	   for	   Asian	   immigrant	   women	   who	  
are	  not	  proficient	  in	  Icelandic.	  Most	  of	  the	  women	  expressed	  their	  desire	  to	  
raise	   awareness	   of	   cultural	   diversity	   for	   the	   society.	   They	   hoped	   that	  
Icelandic	   society	  would	   appreciate	   and	   accept	  multiculturalism	   in	   Iceland,	  
as	  they	  all	  believed	  Iceland	  is	  going	  in	  that	  direction.	  The	  women	  expected	  
multiculturalism	   to	   be	   implemented	   more	   effectively	   in	   the	   education	  
system	  to	  educate	  the	  younger	  generation.	  Society	  should	  also	  be	  educated	  
on	  the	  importance	  of	  embracing	  multiculturalism,	  especially	  about	  cultural	  
and	  religious	  diversity.	  	  
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9 Conclusion	  
	  

Despite	   the	   growing	   number	   of	  women	   all	   over	   the	  world	  migrating	   solo	  
and	   independently,	   the	   women	   in	   this	   study	   fall	   into	   the	   category	   as	  
dependent	  agents	  in	  their	  process	  of	  migration.	  Five	  of	  six	  women	  migrated	  
to	  Iceland	  for	  family	  reunion	  purposes,	  which	  sometimes	  may	  put	  them	  in	  a	  
vulnerable	  position,	  especially	  in	  the	  context	  of	  race	  and	  gender.	  

The	  women	   in	   this	   study	   claim	   to	   have	   retained	   their	   original	   cultural	  
values.	  Most	   of	   them	   even	   perceive	   themselves	   according	   to	   their	   ethnic	  
identity,	  however	   they	  also	  contradict	   themselves	  by	  expressing	   their	  way	  
of	   thinking	   and	   attitudes	   as	  Westerner.	  Most	   of	   the	   women	   also	   declare	  
their	  mixed	  identity,	  influenced	  by	  a	  blend	  of	  Eastern	  and	  Western	  cultural	  
values.	   The	  women	   face	   similar	   challenges	   in	  affiliating	   themselves	  with	  a	  
certain	   peer	   group.	   The	   narratives	   and	   experiences	   of	   the	   women	  
demonstrate	   how	   they	   struggle	   with	   diverse	   cultural	   values	   and	   cultural	  
identity	  which	   correspond	   to	   cultural	  marginality,	   an	   experience	   in	  which	  
conflicting	   cultural	   values	   compete	   for	   dominance	   (Bennett,	   1993).	   The	  
feelings	   of	   not	   belonging	   to	   any	   culture	   or	   society	   are	   enhanced	   by	   the	  
social	   exclusion	   these	   women	   receive.	   Their	   efforts	   to	   establish	   a	  
relationship	   with	   the	   host	   society	   is	   sometimes	   faced	   with	   unwelcoming	  
responses,	  making	  these	  women	  feel	  “not	  at	  home”	  in	  Iceland.	  	  

The	   women	   manifest	   the	   tendency	   of	   possessing	   both	   the	   traits	   of	  
encapsulated	   and	   constructive	   marginality.	   They	   exhibit	   both	   marginal	  
inclinations,	   either	   as	   encapsulated	   marginals,	   feeling	   entrapped	   in	  
between	   cultures,	   unable	   to	   construct	   an	   integrated	   identity	   or	   as	  
constructive	   marginals,	   able	   to	   maintain	   control	   of	   choices	   and	   personal	  
boundaries.	   As	   a	   result,	   it	   is	   rather	   challenging	   to	   assign	   the	  women	   into	  
specific	  marginality	  since	  their	  sense	  of	  self,	  personal	  choices	  and	  frames	  of	  
cultural	  references	  continually	  fluctuate.	  Their	  cultural	  marginality	  is	  a	  part	  
of	   the	   integral	   process	  of	   cross-‐cultural	   adaptation,	   setting	   the	  women	   to	  
perpetually	  alternate	  between	  marginalities.	  	  

The	  degree	  of	  success	   in	  the	  cross-‐cultural	  adaptation	  process	  depends	  
upon	  the	  women’s	  ability	  to	  balance	  the	  conflicting	  demands	  from	  the	  host	  
society	   and	   sense	   of	   self	   in	   maintaining	   their	   ethnic	   identity.	   Certainly,	  
language	   and	   social	   networks	   play	   a	   decisive	   role	   in	   the	  process	   of	   cross-‐
cultural	   adaptation	   and	   status	   of	   these	  women	   in	   Icelandic	   society.	   Kim’s	  
theory	   indicates	   that	   language	   as	   the	  main	  medium	   for	   the	   adaptation	  of	  
immigrants	   and	   social	   interactions	   as	   sources	   of	   social	   and	   emotional	  
support,	  will	   create	  a	  sense	  of	  security,	   feeling	  at	  home,	  wanting	   to	  settle	  
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and	  willing	  to	  adapt	  to	  the	  cultural	  values	  of	  host	  society	  (Kim,	  2001).	  The	  
immigrant	  women	  of	  my	  study	  who	  are	  unable	  to	  speak	  Icelandic	  properly,	  
are	   often	   feeling	   alienated.	   The	   lack	   of	   Icelandic	   skills	   also	   limits	   these	  
women’s	   opportunities	   in	   professional	   fields.	   The	   obstacle	   of	   expressing	  
themselves	   verbally	   that	   consequently	   obstructs	   their	   interactions	   with	  
Icelanders	  entails	  the	  feeling	  of	  not	  belonging	  to	  the	  society.	  Failing	  to	  seek	  
support	   from	   the	   host	   society	   forces	   these	   women	   to	   turn	   to	   other	  
immigrant	   women	   who	   are	   able	   to	   relate	   to	   their	   status	   as	   immigrant	  
women	  in	  order	  to	  seek	  social	  and	  emotional	  support.	  	  

It	  is	  apparent	  that	  the	  dissimilarities	  of	  culture	  and	  lack	  of	  proficiency	  in	  
Icelandic	  language	  are	  the	  prominent	  factors	  in	  producing	  sociocultural	  and	  
psychological	   barriers	   between	   the	  women	   and	   Icelandic	   society	   at	   large.	  
Race,	   gender,	   and	   the	  Western	   interpretation	   of	   Asian	  women	   itself	  may	  
perpetuate	   and	   exaggerate	   the	   stereotypes	   of	   the	   women	   as	   mail	   order	  
brides,	   uneducated,	   and	   economically	   disadvantaged.	   The	   stereotypes	  
consign	  the	  women	  to	  an	  inferior	  state	  compared	  to	  the	  superiority	  of	  the	  
host	   society.	   Social	   support	   and	   acceptance	   in	   Icelandic	   society,	   future	  
plans	  and	  personality	  attributes	  are	  determining	   factors	   in	   these	  women’s	  
adaptation	  motivation,	  which	  subsequently	  influences	  their	  participation	  in	  
educational	  and	  social	  settings.	  	  

A	   step	   forward	   in	   combating	   the	   stereotypes	   and	   racial	   discrimination	  
that	   promote	   social	   and	   cultural	   barriers	   between	   these	   Asian	   immigrant	  
women	  and	  Icelandic	  society	  is	  a	  collective	  responsibility.	  Regardless	  of	  the	  
challenges	   they	   confront	   in	   their	   professional	   and	   personal	   life,	   these	  
women	  do	  not	  feel	  discouraged.	  The	  long	  journey	  they	  have	  taken	  to	  come	  
to	  Iceland	  in	  order	  to	  create	  a	  new	  and	  better	  life	  for	  them	  and	  their	  family	  
is	  a	  symbol	  of	  survival.	  It	  is	  discernible	  by	  their	  motivation	  to	  pursue	  further	  
education	  and	  their	  desire	  to	  take	  an	  active	  role	  in	  the	  society.	  

As	  a	  means	  to	  assist	  Asian	  immigrant	  women	  in	  their	  process	  of	  cultural	  
adaptation	  into	  Icelandic	  society,	  some	  imperative	  actions	  should	  be	  taken	  
into	   account.	   The	   discussion	   suggests	   educating	   the	   society	   at	   large	   on	  
equality	   and	   the	   value	   of	   ethnic,	   religious	   and	   cultural	   diversity	   to	  
encourage	   social	   acceptance.	   Information	   on	   the	   negative	   effects	   of	  
stereotyping,	  prejudice	  and	  discrimination	  on	  emotional	  and	  personal	  well-‐
being	   should	   be	   disseminated.	   Social	   support,	   equal	   treatment	   toward	  
immigrants,	   policies,	   social	   and	   educational	   programs	   to	   encourage	  
participation	  of	   immigrants	   in	  society	  are	  anticipated.	  Further	   research	  on	  
policies	  and	  programs	  to	  bridge	  the	  cultural	  and	  social	  gaps	  are	  proposed.	  	  
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