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Abstract 

 

Music is a powerful means for constructing identity – both formulating and remembering who one is – and 
migration can be seen as a particular situation creating challenges for this sense of identity. This qualitative 
study focused on investigating music-related nostalgic experiences of young migrants. The aim of the study 
was to identify features characteristic to music-related nostalgia particularly in relation to the experience of 
migration. Ten university students (Iranians currently living in migration) participated in the study. Data was 
collected through spoken interviews with an additional short questionnaire and a task to listen to self-selected 
nostalgic music. The interviews focused on the participants’ current situation in the foreign country, their nos-
talgic experiences and the role of music in their nostalgic experiences. The data was analyzed qualitatively 
through the grounded theory approach. The results showed that the participants’ nostalgic memories focused 
on their home country. The inclusion of music to nostalgic episodes appeared to intensify and stimulate the 
experience. The participants employed different strategic methods in utilization of music-related nostalgia: 
for counteracting loneliness, for bringing new perspectives into one’s sense of self, finding meaning in life, and 
sympathy for one’s feelings. Accordingly music seemed to play a triple role in nostalgic reverie; as a trigger, as 
a mean to recall and simulate the memory-related emotional state, and finally as a mood regulator tool. Fur-
thermore, individual participants showed differences in their encounter style (avoidance or acceptance) to-
wards nostalgic experiences. Preference for these encounter styles was influenced by the personal experiences 
and mood (including depression) of the participants. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Music 

Nowadays music is present everywhere in indi-
viduals’ everyday life. People are exposed to 
the music they do not choose to listen to in 
many places; in restaurants, cafes, shops, wait-
ing rooms, and elevators. Besides, they also 
engage with music in more active ways; they 
listen to their self-selected music while driving, 
going to work, or doing daily routines at home. 
Some people may be more selective and 

choose different music for different occasions; 
a specific music when they are on their own and 
alone, and another piece of music when they 
have friends around. 

In addition, music has become more and 
more easily accessible these days due to the 
inventions of music player devices and also mu-
sical social networks such as Spotify and 
Last.Fm. Those recent inventions provide the 
great opportunity of listening to music wherev-
er and whenever one desires to. Individuals 
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choose different music in order to achieve dif-
ferent psychological states and moods, or they 
might wish to control their level of psychologi-
cal arousal (e.g. different levels of arousal for 
exercising rather than mental concentration) 
(DeNora, 1999; North, 2004). Thus music as an 
accompaniment for life fits in different occa-
sions for individuals with different personality 
traits and life conditions. In addition, the at-
mosphere and the place in which music is being 
played or listened to might also influence the 
quality and modality of musical experience. Lis-
tening to music in a familiar location and friend-
ly atmosphere might be a different experience 
rather than listening in a new and unfamiliar 
place. In addition to the role of place and at-
mosphere, music might also have its influence 
on the atmosphere of the place. This might be 
the reason for playing specific types of music in 
restaurants, cafes, and other public spaces such 
as private clinics and beauty salons. 

Regarding the presence of music every-
where and in individuals’ everyday life, music 
plays an undeniable role in the construction of 
individuals’ autobiographical memory. It also 
might affect the perception of self and others 
and thus being present in the identity for-
mation (Jäncke, 2008). Present in memory con-
struction, music becomes a useful medium for 
recalling one’s autobiographical memories. 
Thus it is likely that by listening to autobio-
graphical music one can recall her autobio-
graphical memories and life events. The indi-
vidual might experience various emotions as a 
result of recalling. Nostalgia is one of the most 
reported emotions that are evoked in response 
to listening to autobiographical music and re-
calling autobiographical memories (Jäncke, 
2008).  

1.2. Nostalgia 

In an affective sciences framework, nostalgia is 
a positive self-relevant and social emotion. It is 
linked to one’s past and autobiographical 
memories such as life momentous events, close 
people, childhood and important first-time life 
experiences. It is considered as a psychological 
response to the sense of loss, and is defined as 
a linking phenomenon that connects the 
mourner (nostalgic person) to the past through 
her symbols and objects of loss.  However, nos-

talgia is considered as a predominantly positive 
emotion with an ambivalent nature, in which 
simultaneous expression of happiness and sad-
ness is present (Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & 
Routledge, 2008a). It is also defined as a sec-
ondary emotion that has a dual nature with the 
experience of both pleasure and regret (Dickin-
son & Erben, 2006). This dual characteristic 
demonstrates the vague and allusive quality of 
nostalgic episodes. Additionally nostalgia is 
regarded as a cultural feeling that is acquired 
during lifetime and is linked to basic emotions 
such as grief and depression (Dickinson & Er-
ben, 2006). Nostalgic feelings arise in response 
to feelings of loneliness and sadness. When an 
individual perceives a lack of social support 
(loneliness) it might result in experiencing nos-
talgia. Nostalgia is an indirect psychological 
response that compensates for the perceived 
lack of social support through recalling autobi-
ographical memories (Zhou, Sedikides, 
Wildschut  & Ding-Guo, 2008). 

1.2.1. Nostalgia and Immigration 

Nostalgia can also be evoked in response to loss 
and life crisis. It is mostly considered as a posi-
tive response to loss, that brings the meaning 
back to one’s life (Routledge, Arndt, Hart, & 
Juhl 2011). It is a psychological resource and 
coping strategy that counteracts loneliness 
when lack of social support is perceived (Zhou, 
Sedikides, Wildschut, & Gao 2008) such as in 
the time of life transitions and crisis. In addition 
nostalgia is defined as a culturally acquired feel-
ing that could be a consequence of specific so-
cial and historical circumstances such as indus-
trialization of societies (Dickinson & Erben, 
2006). 

Immigration is one of the life conditions that 
may result in experiencing nostalgia. Immigra-
tion or geographical move is considered as im-
portant life transition. It might take place for 
different purposes such as changing living con-
ditions, building a new life in a new country, 
finding better job opportunities, studying 
abroad, and also escaping one’s home country 
for political and social reasons and seeking asy-
lum in another country. Immigration is accom-
panied with sense of loss and thus psychologi-
cal imbalance and challenges (Akhtar 1999). 
The migrant leaves the cultural familiarity be-
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hind and enters an unfamiliar culture and at-
mosphere.  

The cultural unfamiliarity can cause a pro-
found sense of loss in an individual’s mind (Akh-
tar, 1999) and consequently the concept of the 
ideal home becomes constructed and fanta-
sized (Tummala-narra, 2009). In addition, the 
social, cultural and economic conditions of the 
host country can become or seem harsh and 
relentless and the migrant might encounter, or 
perceive prejudice and discrimination. Some-
times this new and unfamiliar condition (living 
condition in the new country) may result in anx-
iety, feeling excluded, discontinuity in one’s self 
and, psychological imbalance.  

The migrant may experience various psy-
chological and physiological states of mind due 
to her background, personal attributes and 
other conditions. In addition to nostalgia, 
homesickness and depression can be among 
these experienced states. In the homesickness 
case, psychosomatic symptoms (such as stom-
achache, loss of appetite, sleep disturbance, 
and headaches, disrupted concentration and 
absentmindedness) can be diagnosed (Watt & 
Badger, 2009). At times, the symptoms may 
include mental depression as well. In contrast, 
nostalgia seems to be the most positive re-
sponse to feelings of loneliness, exclusion and 
self-discontinuity in times of social hardships. In 
addition, nostalgia is a phenomenon that is 
linked to one’s past and autobiographical 
memories such as life momentous events, close 
people, childhood and life experiences.  

1.2.2. Nostalgia and Music 

Additionally, musical sounds are time-
dependent perceptions. These time dependent 
stimuli are processed and integrated in the 
working memory (Jäncke 2008). Musical sounds 
can be involved in various memory processes 
(semantic, episodic and associative) relevant to 
the situation; a piece of music can be associat-
ed with a person’s life events, (Baumgartner, 
1992) and thus will be processed as an episodic 
memory and be recalled as autobiographical 
memory, or it can be perceived as a stimulus 
that conveys meaning and contains semantic 
information, (Koelsch et. Al., 2004) and is en-
coded semantically. Music in the context of 
nostalgic experiences is more likely to associate 

with autobiographical memory and the episodic 
and associative memory processes. Besides, 
nostalgia is considered as a linking phenome-
non to the one’s past and autobiographical 
memory. Thus memory both in the time of its 
construction and recall is fundamental in a nos-
talgic experience. Music-related nostalgic expe-
riences are those pieces of music that relate the 
individual to her past and autobiography. Con-
sidering the role of music in memory construc-
tion (both semantic and episodic), autobio-
graphical music pieces can be expected to be 
highly remarkable to the person’s mind. As pre-
viously explained, nostalgia is one of the most 
reported emotions in music (Zentner, 
Grandjean, Scherer, 2008; Jäncke, 2008). Thus, 
it can be expected that nostalgic music plays an 
important role in individuals with higher nos-
talgic proneness personalities. 

2. Research Design  

The current project consisted of ten semi-
structured interviews in which the focus was on 
personal music-related nostalgic experiences of 
young Iranian students living in migration (Two 
students living in Finland, and eight of them 
living in Germany). The nostalgic experiences 
were investigated in different layers: First, the 
quality and modality of nostalgic experiences in 
general, second, the characteristics of music-
related nostalgic experiences, and finally, the 
connections between nostalgic experiences, 
migration and the role of nostalgic music in in-
dividuals’ emotional regulation and well-being. 
However, the main focus of the project was 
specifically on ‘music’-related nostalgic experi-
ences and the role and function of music in 
triggering, recalling, and regulating nostalgic 
states of individuals. The interviewees were 
asked (prior to the interviews) to choose and 
bring five pieces of their self-selected nostalgic 
music to the interview session, They were given 
a more than one-month time period to con-
template and choose from their nostalgic mu-
sic. During the interview, both the interviewee 
and the interviewer listened to those selected 
pieces together and talked about every piece of 
music and its relevant autobiographical story.  

2.1. Interviewees 
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All the interviewees were in same age range 
(25-31 years old) except for one (38 years old), 
and all of them were recent migrants (between 
6 months to 2.5 years) except for one (8 years). 
The questions were about the interviewees’ 
length of stay and overall satisfaction, their his-
tory in nostalgia proneness, their nostalgic el-
ements and triggers, their music-related nos-
talgic experiences and relevant autobiograph-
ical memories, and the consequences of be-
coming nostalgic, and their encounter with mu-
sic in everyday life. During the session the in-
terviewees were given enough time to contem-
plate and explain about their autobiography, 
life conditions and experiences and feelings as 
much as they desired to, except when they de-
viated too much from the main discussion 
theme. The length of interviews varied be-
tween twenty minutes to one hour and they 
were held in some of the interviewees’ homes.  

2.2. Analysis 

As previously mentioned the project had a 
grounded theory approach. The goal was to 
explore the individuals’ ‘lived experience’ in mi-
gration, not to provide any statistical data. Mi-
gration was one of the authors’ lived-
experience (living and studying in Finland and 
experiencing nostalgia) as well. The main disa-
greement in the previous literature was over 
defining nostalgia: first in terms of where it sits 
in various emotional models (e.g. Is nostalgia 
considered an emotion, is it a primary or sec-
ondary emotion, etc.), and secondly in terms of 
its recognition with other psychological states 
such as viewing it as similar to grief and depres-
sion (Dickinson & Erben 2006), or distinguishing 
it from homesickness (Sedikides, Wildschut, 
Routledge, Arndt, & Zhou 2008c). In the latter 
cases of nostalgia, recognition of the similari-
ties or distinctions remains paradoxical. The 
reason for this paradox is that nostalgia has an 
ambivalent nature, and more importantly the 
characteristics of nostalgic experiences overlap 
with other psychological states such as depres-
sion and homesickness. The difference is that 
nostalgia is a self-regulatory mechanism that 
mostly functions for the achievement of psy-
chological stability and equilibrium.  

The qualitative framework was selected to 
probe into the depth of this experience. The 

authors decided to conduct interviews to simu-
late and discuss this ‘lived experience’ with 
those who had experienced it. Choosing and 
listening to (their autobiographical) music was 
a strategy for the actual simulation of nostalgic 
experiences for the interviewees. By listening 
to the music during the interview the autobio-
graphical memory could be recalled and flowed 
to the forefront of one’s mind. The individual 
could be exposed to the original experience, its 
images, events, and the feelings in her mind. 
This non-retrospective method allowed for bet-
ter assumptions about the quality of (nostalgic) 
experiences. 

The interviews were transcribed, and in the 
next step the transcriptions were codified with 
regard to four important keywords: Nostalgia: 
1) Definition, 2) Content, 3) Elements, 4) Func-
tions. This was the first stage of probing into 
the content of transcription. After several trials 
of the codifying process new themes and cate-
gories emerged from the transcriptions. The 
themes were being modified regularly and after 
the final decisions on main themes and catego-
ries, the transcription was codified, and the da-
ta was collected again for final data analysis, 
based on emerged themes.  

3. Results 

 

3.1. Nostalgia; How does it feel? 

 
“It is beautiful in a way, it is not painful, it is sweet 

but not very sweet, a faint pleasure…” (Pendar)  
“How I feel depends on the memories which arise 

… sometimes it is positive, sometimes it is negative” 

(Ramak) 

“Complicated, something between bittersweet 

and complicated, it has variations” (Golnaz) 

“It is bittersweet. In my opinion, the nature of life 

is kind of bitter but there are lots of little stories and 

tales in your life which make it sweet, so it is a combi-

nation of sweetness and bitterness.” (Farhad) 

The interviewees considered nostalgia as a 
complicated feeling with positive and negative 
characteristics, and its negativity or positivity 
depends on the specific experience itself. Inter-
estingly some of interviewees reconsidered 
their definition of nostalgia almost at the end of 
the interview (after the music listening and dis-
cussions) with describing it as ‘an enjoyable suf-
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fering’, and ‘pain in the teeth’. It seemed the 
music listening task influenced and changed 
the interviewees’ opinion about the nature and 
quality of nostalgic experiences.  After the lis-
tening task some of the interviewees claimed 
that the nostalgic experience is not as negative 
as they defined it in the beginning of the inter-
views. This can imply the important role of mu-
sic in changing the nostalgic experience to a 
relatively positive experience. 

3.2. What triggers nostalgia? 

“Smells, smell of orange blossoms, and the 

sounds in general, sound of my friends, and music 

too. Smell is more intensive” (Pendar) 

“Photos from my friends and places from Iran, 

photos from Tehran” (Ramak) 

“It can be music, and smells” (Golnaz) 

“Music, one food can have the same effect, one 

taste, but mostly music” (Kousha) 

“I feel nostalgic mainly by music … I would say 

mostly by music or maybe by some movies” (Farhad) 

Smells, photos (recalling family and friends by 
watching photos of them), a taste and music 
can trigger nostalgia.  

“Past loves, more with friends and beloved ones, 

past experiences, sounds of my friends” (Arash) 

“I remember I was in a car with my mom, with my 

family” (Ramak) 

“Something that reminds me of childhood” (Pen-

dar) 

“People that I don’t have around me, like my un-

cle, my mom, my friends in my homeland, mostly 

people” (Farnaz) 

“The past times with my friends and family, we 

had some good times, even bad times” 

“I miss people, like my grandmother, I missed a 

period of my time that I was very happy, like my child-

hood” (Siavash) 

Important life periods such as childhood and 
loss of important life figures (grandparents) are 
the elements that trigger nostalgia in an indi-
rect way. A feeling (such as loneliness) or a 
smell or a piece of music triggers and recalls the 
associated memory. Nostalgic feeling arises as 
a consequence of recalling process. Nostalgia 
evokes in response to yearning for the past or 

the lost, and fosters the individual’s life with 
meaning and memories of the sweet past.  

3.3. Personal nostalgic music 

Music-related nostalgic experience is a special 
experience from various aspects. As partici-
pants discussed their music-related experienc-
es, it could be noticed that their description is 
very accurate and in-detail. In addition listening 
to nostalgic music can evoke relevant emotions 
and it can help the individuals in expressing 
themselves. Regarding the overlaps of musical 
and memory processes in the brain (Jäncke 
2008), the autobiographical music helps the 
listener in recalling the relevant event and feel-
ing and it’s every specific detail. The partici-
pants described almost every event carefully by 
constructing the whole scene and atmosphere. 

“My grandpa used to listen to this music, small 

LDs and he used to listen to it everyday. I was four or 

five. I remember very clear how the situation was with 

my grandparents, the yard, the basement, this music 

brings it out.” (Pendar) 

“Actually I was listening to this music and my 

mother called and told me that your grandpa passed 

away. As I was moving to my grandpa’s house, when I 

arrived there I saw him passed away. I remember his 

face …” (Kousha) 

Music is direct and inevitable, thus it is ca-
pable of evoking emotions while listening. A 
listener cannot completely control her emo-
tional experience when listening to autobio-
graphical music. Another issue in listening to 
nostalgic music is the matter of typicality; ei-
ther individual listen to their nostalgic music 
intentionally or unintentionally.  

“I never collect nostalgic music in my computer, 

most of the time I don’t listen intentionally.” (Siavash) 

“It doesn’t work if I want to produce it. I play it first 

and the nostalgia comes to me, it depends on how my 

memory works” (Golnaz) 

“I do it intentionally sometimes, to put the memo-

ries behind and move on. It is stimulating” (Ramak) 

“When I wake up in the morning, I play these kinds 

of music that I love for myself, and I feel myself as at 

home and life goes on” (Farhad) 

 

Other important issues for listeners are mu-

sical characteristics and the meaning lies in that 
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specific piece of music. A nostalgic individual 

listens to her nostalgic music with accuracy and 

attention. The lyrics and the vocal expression 

are important factors in musical meaning and 

value. 

 

“The story of Inferno, by Dante (music by Tchai-

kovsky); I was 9 or 10, it was so painful, hard music. It 

made me very sad at that time; I started to read Dante 

… It was mayhem; it was so painful for a kid. Brings me 

back to that age, exactly the feeling I had, living and 

hell and the situation when you are dead, and combin-

ing the music and its story”(Pendar) 

“This song is an Iranian traditional, basically the 

music is sad but the lyrics are so hopeful, it talks about 

that ‘we are all hopeful, we hope for better days, there 

are some kind of problems, we will overcome those 

problems, we will wake up to see brighter days” 

(Golnaz) 

“It is sad music, in the northern dialect of Iran. It is 

talking about the moon and asks the moon to please 

come out” (Farnaz) 

“It is a song from Elend, my favorite band. I like 

this song, really a sad and melancholic one … the song 

is about the coldness of society and how lonely we are 

in this planet …” (Babak) 

 

For those with a musical background (in-

strument players or professional listeners) mu-

sical value, quality and interpretation of a piece 

can affect its nostalgic attribute.  

 
“Listening to it without knowing Beethoven, very 

fast and very hard, too sad I realized that he was deaf, 

the feeling is not that sadness, its very static, nostalgic 

for me only because of Toscanini, his interpretation of 

this music”(Pendar) 

 

To summarize, music is a strong and suc-

cessful tool in recalling autobiographical mem-

ories comparing to other triggers (such as 

smells, photos, taste, etc.). It is also utilized for 

mood regulation. Thus music can be considered 

as a convenient means in the nostalgic experi-

ences. 

Additionally in migration, other factors im-

pact the quality, frequency, and functionality of 

nostalgic experiences. Of those factors the 

length of stay and the new environment's at-

mosphere can be mentioned. 

 
“There is a difference between listening to this 

music here and back there, that I know now that I will 

never experience this again, I experienced it once and 

it’s gone” (Pendar) 

“But here that I am too far from my country, all of 

these songs are stronger for me, because I think I am 

really far. Maybe I will never live like before anymore, 

because I have left something behind, and therefore, 

those songs are stronger for me.” (Farnaz) 

“When I am here, and here the whole society is dif-

ferent compared to my country … those music pieces 

that I was always listening to back in Iran, when I listen 

to them here I kind of feel myself at home” (Farhad) 

 

3.4. How do individuals benefit from nos-

talgic experiences? 

An important topic in a nostalgic reverie is nos-
talgic proneness as an individual factor (Barrett, 
Grimm, Robins, Wildschut, Sedikides, & Janata, 
2010). Individuals differ in encountering a con-
dition that might result in becoming nostalgic. 
Various individuals with different personality 
traits (e.g. low avoidance vs. high avoidance) 
and backgrounds (e.g. stable vs. clinically de-
pressed) benefit differently from becoming 
nostalgic, and nostalgic experiences have vari-
ous rewards (or in some specific cases harms) 
for them. 

 The individual differences in confronting 

and utilizing nostalgia (Zhou, Sedikides, 

Wildschut, & Ding-Guo, 2008) are based on in-

dividuals’ attachment style, resistance and 

avoidance. The noticeable psychological attrib-

ute -emerged from interviews- was the encoun-

ter style that refers to individuals’ avoidance or 

acceptance of nostalgic moods. The encounter 

style seems to be a very important factor that 

determines the functions of nostalgia. 

Acceptance in encounter: 

 
“I am entering that time, as a kid, for a short inter-

val I stay there and I come back to the present and 

that’s me feeling nostalgia … It feels good, it should 

come for itself, helps me to understand many thing” 

(Pendar) 

 “No I don’t avoid the memories, I don’t like to es-

cape from reality.” (Kousha) 
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Avoidance in encounter: 

 
“Mostly I don’t like this feeling and I feel negative 

about it. I am a kind of person who doesn’t like to go 

to this [nostalgic] mood” (Farnaz) 

“Nostalgia always has this definition for me; to be 

influenced by past times … to be a slave of the envi-

ronment … the moment is like a threshold for me, I 

lose the power to control myself” (Babak) 

Avoiding a potential nostalgic condition is 

evident when an individual has a clinical de-

pression background. The clinically depressed 

individuals seem to avoid nostalgia assertively, 

and they resist against becoming nostalgic. Be-

cause it obviously has more harms than bene-

fits for them. Volkan (1999) has termed this 

state as poisoned nostalgia. 

“It is not good for me. It doesn’t help me. I had a 

long depression for 7 years; I miss the time before that 

depression … I don’t feel good now, when I am listen-

ing to this music, I cannot stop thinking about that pe-

riod before depression … Always try to listen to happy 

songs; because I don’t want to return to my previous 

state … I avoid my memories, and I am a very nostalgic 

person, being nostalgic is harmful for me … I don’t 

want to make myself sick again, so I don’t listen to 

some old music” (Siavash) 

“This nostalgic feeling, I try to avoid it when I am 

here, maybe because I went through a very hard de-

pression when I came here…” (Shabnam) 

The subjective experience of nostalgia is an-

other interesting aspect for some individuals.  

 
“It makes me feel this kind of love, I don’t know 

why, maybe because of the voice of the female singer. 

Maybe the events of love or passion or something like 

that. I was in this kind of love, but not exactly related 

to a specific event in past … It makes me nostalgic be-

cause it hasn’t happened” (Farhad) 

 

Within this specific imagined experience the 

individual constructs every detail in her desired 

situation: ‘what kind of event is the situation’, 

‘what music is being played, ‘what is her role in 

the scene’, etc. It might be perceptions of philo-

sophical meanings. 

Another feature is the relevancy of the expe-

rience to a social context that is called ‘shared 

nostalgia’. 

 
“I liked this music, and I tried to find the singer and 

the composer and I was unsuccessful. Now, recently I 

found this track and I suggested it to my friends and 

they liked this track, and at that time I had a little jazz 

band and we tried to play this track together…” (Far-

had) 

“I used to play this song maybe a thousand times 

after that political event, in my car, at home, like a 

loop…” (Golnaz) 

 “There is nobody here that has this feeling [nos-

talgia]. If somebody has such a feeling that can be 

shared … I have friends, and we have some common 

nostalgic experiences together when we talk about it” 

(Pendar) 

Nostalgic experiences have different func-

tions for individuals regarding their personal 

and socio-cultural differences. For example 

nostalgia is a relevant topic in the discussion of 

‘self and identity’. Nostalgic experiences are the 

result of the recall of one’s autobiographical 

memories and life experiences. By remember-

ing and reviewing the history, one can obtain 

and rebuild her individual self. In a social con-

text, sharing memories with others, feelings of 

inclusion in a society, feelings of belonging, and 

possessing a collective identity are the factors 

that counteract loneliness, nurture one’s identi-

ty, and foster meaning in one’s life. Nostalgia as 

a linking phenomenon is the experience that 

connects the individual to her background and 

history, brings continuity, value and meaning-

fulness for the self, and nurtures the identity.  

“Something belonging to my past, doesn’t help 

me, not at all, it is restricted to me too. Nostalgia is 

the only thing that connects me to some parts of my 

life, the past…” (Pendar) 

“When I feel nostalgic and I remember something 

good from the past, I feel good that I had such good 

times there … somehow I feel happy that I experi-

enced that condition as well” (Golnaz) 

 

Nostalgia also plays an important role in the 

mood regulation process. Considering the bit-

tersweet nature of nostalgia, it might convey 
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the bitterness of the lost and gone past, and 

thus some individuals may resist or avoid expe-

riencing it, but at the same time it consists of 

the sweetness of remembering and recalling 

one’s life experiences. As participants phrase it, 

nostalgia is a ‘kind of joyful suffering’, ‘a maso-

chistic feeling’, ‘a sad feeling that one should 

push it to come out in order to put memories 

behind and move on’. The latter expression is 

the exact function of nostalgia as a tool in regu-

lating negative moods in order to obtaining a 

more stable emotional state. The process can 

be repetitive for some individuals as to achieve 

the desired stability. 
 

“I try to regenerate the feeling of the past and feel 

the same” (Arash) 

Additionally meaningfulness is fundamental 

in the time of individuals’ life crisis (Routledge, 

Arndt, Hart, & Juhl, 2011). In a nostalgic experi-

ence the meaning is obtained by recalling 

memories and important life experiences of 

‘being together’, ‘understand something about 

life’, and ‘feelings of love’. By recognizing ‘valu-

able moments of life’, and ‘review of what one 

has done in life’ the meaning is imbued in one’s 

life. 

“I like to feel nostalgic, it makes me very deep, 

there is a meaning for me in that time, valuable mo-

ments in life … somehow made me experience love. I 

felt the whole concept of love without it being real” 

(Arash) 

Another utilization of nostalgia can be sym-

pathizing-empathizing.  

“The feeling is like my father is sad, because the 

song is sad, so it reminds me of the sadness of my fa-

ther … I suppose that it was a nostalgic song for him.” 

(Farnaz) 

“Listening to it without knowing Beethoven, too 

sad I realized that he was deaf, the feeling is not that 

sadness, it's very static … nostalgic for me only be-

cause of Toscanini's interpretation of this music” 

(Pendar) 

“I am listening to this music, I feel myself- same as 

in movies- as the performer of the music, for example 

the pianist” (Farhad) 

In those cases the individuals may benefit 

from reverse sympathizing in the sense that 

they sympathize with a closed one (my father) 

or an important life figure (Beethoven), and/or 

empathize with those people’s conditions (put-

ting themselves in others’ shoes). Individuals 

compensate for their need of being sympa-

thized and empathized with by sympathizing or 

empathizing with others. 

4. Final Thoughts 

4.1. Music’s role in a nostalgic process 

A general important observation is the out-

standing role of music in nostalgic experience. 

Music can be involved in the construction of a 

specific memory, it can trigger nostalgia by re-

calling autobiographical memory, and it ac-

companies the individual through the process 

of ‘mourning the loss’ and finally regulates the 

feelings and brings emotional stability for the 

individual. Thus, music can be considered a very 

important means in nostalgic experiences, from 

its initial stages of memory construction until 

the final stages of regulation and relief. 

In this project migrants described that they 

utilize their autobiographical music to recall 

their memories of homeland and past life, and 

to review their life passages and reconstruct 

their identity and collective self based on their 

past and present conditions. Additionally, mu-

sic itself has an important position in identity 

and cultural construction. Parts of the self-

selected music pieces were homeland-related. 

Famous old songs, old national anthems, liber-

ty and folklore songs were included in partici-

pants’ self-selected music. Overall, the results 

show that the role of music in nostalgic experi-

ences takes place in a regulation cycle, which is 

depicted in the next page. 
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Figure 1. The role of music in nostalgic experi-
ences in a regulation cycle. 

4.2. Cultural and socio-economic consid-

erations 

 

The concept of homeland and its importance 

are among cultural and historical attributes of 

many cultures, and nostalgia, depression, grief 

and homesickness are consequences of becom-

ing detached from the nature and roots. This 

paradigm of exile for Iranians resides in poetry 

and literature (Naficy, H., 1991). It has to be 

emphasized that poetry is an influential actor in 

Iranian culture that shapes and suffuses its at-

tributes and is present in Iranians’ worldviews 

and thoughts. The most popular and famous 

example for the concept of exile and nostalgia 

is a poem by Molana (Rumi), the ‘Song of Reed’. 

In this piece the reed tells its life story, in which 

it got detached from its origins, and now the 

reed has become the symbol for expressing ex-

ile and detachment: 

 

Song of Reed* 
1. Now listen to this reed-flute's deep lament 

About the heartache being apart has meant 

2. Since from the reed-bed they uprooted me 

My song's expressed each human's agony, 

3. A breast which separation's split in two 

Is what I seek, to share this pain with you: 

4. When kept from their true origin, all yearn 

for union on the day they can return. 

5. Among the crowd, alone I mourn my fate, 

with good and bad I've learned to integrate, 

6. That we were friends each one was satisfied 

but none sought out my secrets from inside… 

*Translated by Jawid Mojaddedi. From "Rumi: The 

Masnavi, Book One," New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2004 

 

In addition, the sample population of this 

project was limited to students from the same 

ethnicity; the interviewees were all Iranians in 

their late twenties (except one). They all have 

lived in Tehran, Iran’s capital. This age group 

(again except one interviewee) is born after the 

1979 revolution, and has experienced the socio-

economic consequences of an eight-year war 

(Iran-Iraq) during their childhood (The war took 

place mostly in the south-western Iranian bor-

der, although Tehran was bombarded many 

times as well.). 

Specific socio-economic circumstances, and 

possible psychological consequences might 

influence the intensity and quality of nostalgic 

experiences for a specific generation.  

Another effective factor might be the social, 

political, economic and cultural attributes of 

the host country. Moreover, the weather cli-

mate can be highly effective as well. Living in a 

new cultural framework, coping with different 

social and political issues, a different climate 

and different social regulations for migrants are 

all among the issues that an international stu-

dent is confronted with. The range of similari-

ties or dissimilarities of the mentioned cases (in 

comparison with their home country) can im-

pact the psychological conditions of interna-

tional students. Considering all such influential 

factors in emotional states of immigrants, our 

research results can be applied for other na-

tionalities and generations as well. 
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