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Abstract  

Although the reality of Swedish race relations is very complex, Sweden presents itself to the world 

as a colorblind utopia where race does not exist. Since the mid-1900s, Sweden has embraced an 

anti-racist rhetoric that developed into post-racism and colorblindness, where race is not seen, and 

racial discrimination is not acknowledged as a societal problem. This study seeks to problematize 

the complexities of Swedish post-racism and colorblindness. By drawing on previous research, it 

is clear that the Swedish hegemony has not been thoroughly deconstructed, which necessitates 

further studies in this area. By drawing on the WPR approach to poststructural policy analysis, this 

study looks at how Swedish law is influenced by the narratives of colorblindness and details the 

shortcomings of excluding the term ‘race’ from legislation. Furthermore, this study employs expert 

interviews to access the knowledge of experts on how colorblindness and post-racism came to be. 

It is concluded in this thesis that the post-racist and colorblind perception of Sweden influences 

Swedish law in negative ways and that the removal of the term race is a denial of the existence of 

a racial hierarchy in Sweden.  
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1.  Introduction  

 

1.1 Introduction to the topic 

Sweden has a history of distancing itself from the issues of race and racism. Swedish society is 

promoted as a “post-racist” and “colorblind” society where all are deemed to be equal, regardless 

of their race (Hübinette and Tigervall, 2009). This is reflected in Swedish legislation, with one of 

the most prominent examples being the removal of the term race from legislation (United Nations 

Association of Sweden, 2018). This view of Sweden, as a colorblind society, brings up questions 

about race and racism and whether these concepts exist in the Swedish context. Does race matter 

in Sweden? Does racism exist in Sweden? And if so, why are these things not being addressed and 

what are the effects of Swedish colorblindness? These are a few of the questions that inspired this 

study.  

  

 

1.2 Research Problem 

Since the 1950s-60s Sweden has taken an anti-racist stance as a country, asserting that biological 

race is not an acceptable way to understand social and cultural differences (Osanami Törngren, 

2015). Although before that time, Sweden had a vast history of pseudoscientific race biology, and 

according to Osanami Törngren, (2015: 131) this included being “… the first country to establish 

a nationally funded race biological research institute…” This history was essentially determined 

to only exist in the past, and Sweden began to embrace an anti-racist stance throughout the latter 

half of the 1900s. This brings us to the contemporary issue, that Sweden is presented and believed 

to be a colorblind society (Osanami Törngren, 2015). Furthermore, the implications of this belief 

must be deconstructed in a number of situations. The situation that this study seeks to deconstruct, 

is that of Swedish law in a colorblind society. What caused the removal of the term race from 

legislation and what are the effects of this removal? Furthermore, there may be many ways that 

Swedish colorblindness and post-racism can impact legislation and who it serves to protect. This 

is what this study seeks to deconstruct. 
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1.3 Aim and Research Questions 

The primary aim of this study is to understand how the post-racist and colorblind optics of Swedish 

society, operate on a legislative level. It will be engaging on a theoretical level with both the social 

and legal aspects of Swedish colorblindness and post-racism. It seeks to understand the influence 

these tendencies have on legislation and what the effects of this are. Therefore, the Research 

questions are as follows: 

Can colorblindness and post-racism effect problem representation in Swedish law?  

What are the problematic aspects of colorblindness and post-racism in Swedish law and society?  

 

1.4 Thesis Outline 

This thesis will begin with a review of the previous literature on this subject. First, looking at the 

history of research into racial discrimination in Sweden. Then, previous research into anti-racism 

in Sweden will be presented. Finally, this thesis will engage with previous research into hate crimes 

in contemporary Sweden. Following the literature review, the theoretical framework of this thesis 

will be presented. The first aspect of the theoretical framework that will be presented is that of 

racism. Next, the concept of colorblindness will be discussed. Finally, the concept of white 

innocence and perspectives on Swedish whiteness will be presented.  

Moving on, the methodology that will be used in this study, will be presented. Following this, the 

methods that will be used in this study will be presented. The first method is that of the WPR 

approach, this will be looking at Swedish legislation on discrimination. The second method is that 

of Expert interviews. Furthermore, there will be an in-depth analysis of the material obtained 

through the WPR approach and expert interviews. Finally, this thesis will be concluded with a 

summary of the findings. Furthermore, it will provide recommendations for further research into 

this subject, along with some recommendations on how these complex issues can be dealt with in 

the future.  
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2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 History of Research into Racial Discrimination in Sweden 

According to Ericsson (2016), one of the first minority groups that Sweden interacted with on both 

a governmental and social level was that of the Sami, Indigenous peoples inhabiting Sápmi - region 

located in northern Sweden, Norway, Finland and partially in Russia. The earliest reports 

determine that the Swedish Government had been working with the Sami in the 1500s and later 

started to influence internal Sami affairs in the 1600s (ibid). At this time, the Swedish Government 

attempted to forcibly convert the Sami population to Christianity and eliminate the previous 

practices of the Sami peoples religion (ibid). Furthermore, in the 1700s-1800s the Swedish 

government imposed economic measures in order to gain access to natural resources on the lands 

belonging to the Sami, and progressively seized the ownership rights of the Sami people’s land 

(ibid). There was an attempt to preserve the Sami people’s rights, a policy was laid out by the 

Swedish government, however it was rather restrictive as these protections would only be 

attainable by those deemed by the Swedish Government to be “truly” Sami and this was 

determined through the use of race biology (ibid). This policy essentially existed to keep the Sami 

people in segregation, and it was maintained until the mid-1900s (ibid). The purpose of presenting 

this particular example, is to exemplify the Swedish history of relations with minority groups and 

to show how in-depth, this subject has been researched. The other primary groups that the 

aforementioned study looked at in-depth from a historical perspective on discrimination, were the 

Jewish, the Roma, and Travelers (ibid).  

Ericsson (2016) also discusses research into the discrimination of Finnish migrants, those who 

speak Meänkieli (Tornedalingar), Muslims, and Black people. The Islamophobia and Afrophobia 

can be seen as much more contemporary and dominant issues, thus the latter two groups will be 

the focus of this thesis. Regarding contemporary Islamophobia, “Swedish Muslims are the targets 

of hostile attitudes and discrimination, as are Swedes who in racist rhetoric are associated with 

Islam” (ibid: 10). The reasons for the extent of racist attitudes towards Muslims, is due to 

prejudiced preconceptions and stereotypes of them (Ericsson, 2016). Furthermore, according to 
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Ericsson (2016: 10), the term ‘islamophobia’ has barely been used in historical research on the 

matter.  

Moreover, even though the existence of a Muslim population in Sweden is a relatively recent 

happening, there were preconceptions about Muslims and Islamophobic views that already existed 

in Sweden before the Muslim population had arrived. The earliest form of Islamophobia in Sweden 

was presented by Christians in the 1600s, where “Islam is described as a fanatical religion that 

strives to make Christianity extinct” (ibid: 10). Furthermore, in the early 1900s, Islam was 

presented in education books as “religion that was oppressive of women, and one that tried to 

conquer the world through violence and terror” (ibid: 10). Islam and Muslims have continuously 

been presented in problematic and stereotypical manners up to the 1980s where it was presented 

as “…as a threat to “Swedish” values and to equality, and is also associated with terrorism and 

religious fanaticism” (ibid: 10). Overall, this study shows that there has been quite a significant 

history of islamophobia in Sweden and yet it has only barely been researched.  

Another form of discrimination that Ericsson (2016) discusses, is that of Afrophobia. Black people 

have existed in Sweden since the 1700s and yet there is very little research on Swedish attitudes 

towards black people. Of the little research that has been conducted, it has been determined that 

depictions of black people were quite popular in Sweden from the 1850s-1950s and were “…based 

on extremely derogatory and coarse stereotypes, and were frequently affected a great deal by 

biological ideas of race” (ibid: 11-12). These depictions were quite prominent in Swedish media 

and included some extremely harmful and derogatory stereotypes of black people (ibid). These 

depictions remained present in Swedish society until they were challenged in the 1950s and 1960s 

as activists and critics pointed out the harmful nature of said depictions (ibid). This is all that was 

presented by Ericsson, regarding Afrophobia, which indicates that it there is a large gap in 

historical research on this issue as Ericsson is one of the few researchers who has published texts 

on this issue.  

 

2.2 Swedish Anti-racism 

One example of an early form of anti-racism in Sweden is that of Gunnar Dahlberg’s push towards 

non-discriminatory eugenics. Dahlberg was a researcher at Uppsala University in the discipline of 
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‘race biology’ and in the 1930s he became the Director of the Swedish State Institute for Race 

Biology (Ericsson, 2019). This example is valuable in understanding the shift towards a post-racist 

Sweden. This took place during the time when eugenics was at its peak in Sweden, during the 

1920s-1940s (ibid). This form of race biology, pushed by Dahlberg, espoused the idea that race 

and racialization could be studied without the inclusion of a racial hierarchy (ibid). Dahlberg went 

on to sign the 1951 UNESCO statement on race which “…condemned all forms of racial 

discrimination, but, at the same time, opposed contemporary demands for abandoning race as a 

scientific term” (ibid: 156). So, from the very beginning of the shift, there was opposition to the 

removal of the term race from Swedish discourse.  

Furthermore, in the wake of World War II and the Holocaust, Sweden developed its anti-racism 

towards, what was unique at the time, a colorblind society:  

during these foundational avant-garde years in the 1960s and 1970s, Sweden pioneered and more 

or less formulated what is today considered anti-racism not just in Sweden, but in many other 

European countries – namely colour-blindness and a practical understanding that race has been 

relegated to the past or to other countries. This has resulted in the belief that a sort of a non-racist 

utopia has been accomplished for good. (Hübinette and Mählck, 2015: 11).  

Therefore, Sweden played a key role in first producing the concepts of post-racism and 

colorblindness. The development of these concepts led to some substantial legal developments. 

This thesis is primarily concerned with how that development led to the parliamentary decision to 

remove the term ‘race’ from the Swedish vocabulary, as described by Hübinette and Mählck (2015: 

11), the term was removed “…on a governmental and public level, as well as in legislation, in 

academia and the media”. Here, the material consequences of this development can be seen and 

the implications must be understood.  

The parliamentary decision to remove the term race, effected Swedish Legislation, specifically the 

Discrimination Act. The Discrimination Act is an important piece of legislation as it serves to 

protect those who face discrimination in many different forms. This will be discussed in-depth 

later on in the analysis of this study, but in this section, it is important to highlight the UN’s report 

on this development. In this report (United Nations Association of Sweden, 2018), it was 

determined that there may be some problematic aspects to the removal of the term. Specifying that 

even though race biology and racial hierarchization had no scientific or practical basis, people are 
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still discriminated against due to the existence of racism, which indeed exists in Sweden (ibid). 

Consequently, it was determined that the removal of the term ‘race’ would potentially fail to 

protect those who are discriminated against on the grounds of race or racism (ibid).  

 

2.3 The State of Racism in Sweden  

Wigerfelt, Wigerfelt, and Kiiskinen (2013) conducted on study on racist hate crime and everyday 

harassment towards people in Sweden who are non-white with a specific focus on Afroswedes. 

That study will be discussed in this thesis, as it gives insight into the contemporary situation of 

racism in Sweden. That study employed semi-structured in-depth interviews with non-white folks 

in Sweden, primarily Afroswedes, seeking to understand “…experiences of racism, discrimination, 

hate crime and everyday harassment” (ibid: 7).  

That study determined that even though colorblindness and an unwillingness to engage with the 

issue of race exists, racial differences contribute to differences in life possibilities and also 

contributes to exposure to hate crime (ibid: 9). Furthermore, that study echoes the understandings 

found in this thesis that, as explained by Wigerfelt, Wigerfelt, and Kiiskinen (ibid: 9) “…the word 

race in Sweden is almost taboo, which have led to difficulties addressing problems such as racism 

and hate crime.”  

Furthermore, that study determined that hate crime exists in Sweden, and has occurred in severe 

fashions, such as the shootings that took place around Sweden where the targets were non-white, 

as well as in everyday forms, where non-white people face verbal racist abuse (ibid). That study 

also found that there are four types of consequences, “…damage to the initial victim, damage to 

the victim’s group, damage to other targeted groups and damage to social norms and values” (ibid: 

25). Moreover, that study also finds that racist hate crime erodes human dignity in regard to human 

rights crimes (ibid: 25). That study found that racially motivated hate crimes do occur in Sweden 

and can have lasting consequences for not only the victims, but also for the society around them 

(ibid). Finally, Wigerfelt, Wigerfelt, and Kiiskinen (ibid: 25) found that “Even though the Swedish 

self-image often leads to the denial of racist structures in society, and the fact that race is important, 

our material shows that these standpoints are incorrect.”  
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

3.1 Racism  

Racism is often taken for granted as a self-describing concept, however for the purposes of this 

study, it is important to define what it really is. This study will subscribe to Bonilla-Silva’s (2015) 

portrayal of racism. To begin with, racism produces race, rather than the other way around, 

“Racism produced (and continues to produce) “races” out of peoples who were not so before…” 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1359). Furthermore, as described by Bonilla-Silva (2015: 1360), “… race is 

a ‘socially constructed’ category… and not a natural phenomenon. This social construction serves 

to “…produce a racial structure—a network of social relations at social, political, economic, and 

ideological levels that shapes the life chances of the various races.” (Bonilla Silva, 2015: 1360). 

Therefore, racism serves to produce a racial structure and hierarchy that effects most of the social 

aspects of our lives. Bonilla-Silva describes the purpose of this system:  

This structure is responsible for the production and reproduction of systemic racial advantages for 

some (the dominant racial group) and disadvantages for others (the subordinated races). Thus, 

racism as a form of social organization places subjects in common social locations. As subjects 

face similar experiences, they develop a consciousness, a sense of “us” versus “them.” (Bonilla-

Silva, 2015: 1360).  

A note on this, this structure does not rely on racism in order to be maintained as “after the process 

of attaching meaning to a ‘people’ is instituted, race becomes a real category of group association 

and identity.” (Bonilla-Silva, 1997: 472). This system is referred to by Bonilla-Silva as the 

“…racialized social system approach…” (2015: 1360). Furthermore, Bonilla-Silva (2001: 48) 

argues that the “…specific mechanisms, practices, and social relations that produce and reproduce 

racial inequality at all levels,” should be studied, rather than the individual racist attitudes and 

tendencies of people. The last aspect of Bonilla-Silva’s racism, is what social functions it serves 

in a racialized society:  
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…(1) accounting for the existence of racial inequality; (2) providing basic rules on engagement in 

interracial interactions; (3) furnishing the basis for actors’ racial subjectivity; (4) shaping and 

influencing the views of dominated actors; and (5) by claiming universality, hiding the fact of racial 

domination—that is, hiding the fact that a racial order is in place that benefits a racial group… 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1361)  

Therefore, this system plays an impactful role in many aspects of our lives and social structures, 

and it would be quite difficult to eliminate this racial structure and racism without systematically 

deconstructing it.  

 

3.2 Colorblindness and Post-Racism 

Colorblindness is a complex concept, as it incorporates a number of values and tendencies so it is 

imperative to break it down. There are many different theories that explain this tendency, such as 

white innocence. Wekker (2016) discusses a very similar tendency in the Netherlands.  

With the title White Innocence, I am invoking an important and apparently satisfying way of being 

in the world. It encapsulates a dominant way in which the Dutch think of themselves, as being a 

small, but just, ethical nation; color-blind, thus free of racism; as being inherently on the moral and 

ethical high ground, thus a guiding light to other folks and nations. (Wekker, 2016: 2)  

Now, the Netherlands has a very different history with racism, such as an extremely colonial 

history, of which Sweden had much less involvement in. However, this concept of white innocence 

can be seen as extremely applicable to the Swedish context. In the previous quote, in the line “… 

the Dutch think of themselves, as being a small but just ethical nation; color-blind, thus free of 

racism…” ignoring the term small, one could easily replace “the Dutch” with “the Swedish” and 

the same would mostly hold true (Wekker, 2016: 2).  

As mentioned by Wekker (2016), colorblindness takes a key role in white innocence, as it does in 

the Swedish post-racist society. Colorblindness can be understood as “…a mode of thinking about 

race organized around an effort to not ‘see,’ or at any rate not to acknowledge, race differences—

continues to be the ‘polite’ language of race” (Frankenberg, 1993: 142).  
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Colorblindness as a form of anti-racism has maintained itself as a core value of the Swedish people 

since the country shifted away from the eugenicist practices of scientific racism, towards an anti-

racist country. This took place after World War II, when UNESCO officially dismissed the ideas 

of race biology in 1950 and was signed by two important Swedish scholars (Osanami Törngren, 

2015). This is where the shift towards anti-racism started, as described by Osanami Törngren (ibid: 

130-131) “With the declaration, the idea of race in the biological sense became unacceptable and 

an explanation of social and cultural differences deriving from biological differences and 

inferiority vanished.” Sweden, a country with one of the most prominent histories of 

pseudoscientific race biology, decided to intentionally forget this history and promote itself as 

homogeneous (ibid). Sweden was determined to be ‘post-racist’, which is described by Da Costa 

as,  

…forms of thought, discourse, and action that evade, delegitimize, and seek to eliminate racial 

differences and their effects from the focus of academic scholarship, activist struggle, public 

debate, and state policy. (Da Costa, 2016: 496) 

 This process set the groundwork for what was to come, “The colorblind ideology emerged from 

this selective forgetting of the history of racial biology and the belief that Sweden was a 

homogeneous country” (Osanami Törngren, 2015: 131).  

 

3.3 White Innocence and Swedish Whiteness 

As discussed previously, Wekker (2016) describes the role of colorblindness in White Innocence, 

this section will delve into the other aspects of white innocence and furthermore, the conception 

of whiteness in Sweden.  

Wekker (2016) describes three central concepts that are discussed in her book, innocence, the 

cultural archive, and white Dutch self-representation. For the purposes of this thesis, there will be 

a focus on the concept of innocence. It is important to understand this concept, even though it is 

applied to the Dutch circumstances by Wekker, it is applicable to other nation-state circumstances 

(ibid: 1). Regarding innocence, Wekker (ibid) identifies that there are a number of associations 

that influence the conception of innocence. The first association, is that of the Christian religion 

(ibid: 16). Wekker (ibid) specifies that even though the church no longer plays the role of an 
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institution, the worldview that was brought about by Christianity, maintains itself. This can be 

attributed to the presentation of Jesus Christ, as described by Wekker (ibid: 16) “Jesus is the iconic 

innocent man”.  Since Jesus is such an influential character in the Christian religion, it is 

understandable why Christian individuals and societies would identify with him. The second 

association is that of “…being small: a small nation, small child” (ibid: 16). This association, infers 

that the nation is in need of protection from outside and inside evils (ibid). The third association 

relates to the second, and is that of traditional femininity (ibid). Wekker (ibid: 17) describes, “… 

as that which needs to be protected, that which is less strong and aggressive but more affectionate 

and relational.” The forth, innocence allows for the possibility for people to make racist statements 

as long as they are joking or they did not ‘mean it’ in a racist way (ibid). The final association 

relates directly to Sweden;  

Fifth, the claim of innocence is also strong in other European, former imperial nations, such as 

Sweden It is striking that we still lack studies of whiteness, within a European context, that would 

also enable intra-European comparisons... The case of Sweden is interesting, because 

characteristics comparable to the Dutch case come to the fore, that is, the widespread and 

foundational claim to innocence, Swedish exceptionalism, and “white laughter” … (ibid: 17) 

Wekker (ibid) thus claims that the Netherlands and Sweden are comparable in their claim of 

innocence. The terms white laughter and Swedish exceptionalism will be returned to later, but for 

now, white innocence will continue to be traced. Regarding the claim of innocence, it enables the 

claim of non-knowing and furthermore it influences the tendency of not wanting to know (ibid). 

This conception of innocence can also be understood as Charles Mill’s epistemology of ignorance 

which is best presented by Sullivan and Tuana,  

“…the epistemology of ignorance is part of a white supremacist state in which the human race is 

racially divided into full persons and subpersons. Even though—or, more accurately, precisely 

because—they tend not to understand the racist world in which they live, white people are able to 

fully benefit from its racial hierarchies, ontologies and economies.” (Sullivan and Tuana, 2007: 2) 

Therefore, one’s inability to understand that they live in a racist world, does not mean that they 

cannot benefit from their superior position on the racial hierarchy (Wekker, 2016). White 

innocence thus serves to protect those who subscribe to the narrative from any blame of 
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wrongdoing, while also allowing for the continued benefits of a superior position within a racial 

hierarchy (ibid).  

Now that white innocence has been described, we can move on to understanding whiteness in the 

Swedish context. Habel (2012) describes her understanding of Swedish whiteness and how there 

is a white resistance against engaging with post coloniality and racial differences. Habel (ibid) 

begins by painting a picture of Sweden’s image in the world, drawing from Katarina Schough’s 

(2008) research, she describes how Swedes are accorded a hyperborean identity. This hyperborean 

identity is described in regard to the Swedes as, 

…an exceptional White status, allowing them to ascribe themselves a morally and culturally 

superior position in the world. The Hyperborean identity, which according to Schough is strongly 

interlinked with conceptions of purity and political innocence, has contributed to our collective 

amnesia regarding the nation’s complicity in the imperialistic enterprise. (Habel, 2012: 101).  

Swedes are generally regarded as a people who have not engaged with or played a role in 

imperialism or colonialism, this was maintained at the times of colonization by Swedes affiliating 

themselves as independent persons on missions of science and cultural exploration (ibid). Since 

Sweden was not often directly involved in colonial projects, this served to allow Swedes to 

maintain a sense of unaffiliation (ibid). They were thus able to step into colonial projects that they 

had vested interests in while allowing for the option to step away once the project was determined 

to be inhumane or cruel (ibid). This has allowed for Swedes to maintain their innocence in the 

colonial enterprise and thus, as put by Habel (ibid: 101). “…remains untouched by colonial and 

postcolonial social dynamics.” Thus, Sweden and its people are presented as nearly immune to 

postcolonial critiques. This tendency has been maintained throughout the years and currently often 

allows for the opinion that social inequality due to racial differences is not an issue in Swedish 

society (ibid).  

Furthermore, Habel (ibid) describes the white Swedish tendency disengage from the racial 

hierarchy by literalizing whiteness and blackness. For instance, blackness is literalized to meaning 

actual skin color, therefore an argument is made by often white Swedes that one cannot be black 

or white, just different shades of brown (ibid). This process serves to delegitimize the fact that a 

racial hierarchy exists as no one is truly black or white (ibid). This relates back to the discussion 

on colorblindness, as described by Habel,  
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…this disinclination to see and acknowledge racism in the everyday is not to be read as lack of 

critical analysis on their [white Swedes] part, but rather as a form of subconscious, strategic 

blindness necessitated within hegemonic race-less discourse to retain a sense of dignity and self-

esteem. (ibid: 103) 

This subconscious blindness to racism thus serves to protect Swedes’ self-image and maintain 

innocence. The self-image of Sweden plays a significant role in this, the image that is presented 

by Habel (ibid: 103), asserts that Sweden is supposed to be a ‘model country’ that others are 

supposed to look up to and work towards, which makes swedes “…unable to self-reflexively 

examine social injustices and segregating housing policies as racist.” If Sweden is a model country, 

then it would not be unfounded for its believers to assume that it is the epitome of civilization and 

thus not racist. This background, allows for the assumption that Whiteness in Sweden is, as 

described by Habel (ibid: 104), “…a more objective, sober, and disinterested type of Whiteness 

than elsewhere.” Although white Swedes do vary in their engagements with questions of race, 

Habel (ibid) describes two forms of white engagement with race, the form is that of the ‘ignorant 

white subject’ who is uneducated in the matter and thus innocence of blame and the latter is that 

of the ‘enlightened liberal white subject’ who has educated themselves enough on the issue of race 

and therefore has nothing more to learn on the issue and is allowed to engage with racist tendencies 

because they believe themselves unable to be racist.  

Both of these forms of white engagement with race do share a common belief that, described by 

Habel (ibid: 107), “If you don’t mean anything racist, you have not performed a racist act.” If one 

were to commit a racist act without the intention of being racist, then they are absolved from blame. 

The ‘ignorant white subject’ is absolved as they are not educated enough to know better and the 

‘enlightened liberal white subject’ is absolved as they are already educated on the issue and thus 

cannot be racist themselves (ibid). This belief, as presented by Habel (ibid), is one of the core 

issues with Swedes’ ability to deconstruct racist tendencies and until this belief is thoroughly 

delegitimized in Swedish discourse and Swedish people’s mindsets.  
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4. Method and Material 

 

4.1 Methodology  

To begin, this study will be conducted using the constructivist methodology. Moses and Knutsen 

(2012: 169) present constructivism as, “…constructivists trace these patterns back to the mind that 

observes them. For the constructivist, then, the world we observe is, in a sense, a world of our own 

making.” Therefore, for the constructivist, our human histories, backgrounds, and cultures have a 

significant impact on how we perceive the world. The patterns that Moses and Knutsen (ibid: 169) 

present, are those of this world and both Constructivists and Naturalists seek to map-out and 

explain. In order to properly understand Constructivism and how it originated, it is important to 

understand the previous prevailing methodology, Naturalism.  

Moses and Knutsen (2012: 29) determine that Naturalism is based on the perception that “…the 

world is real; that it consists of independent particulars; that these particular components interact 

in regular and patterned ways; and that human beings can experience these interactions by way of 

sense perception.” Therefore, naturalists assume that there is a real world that can be examined 

and explained.  

Furthermore, this ‘real world’ can be studied and examined by Naturalists and can therefore be 

presented to others from an almost objective position. These more ‘objective’ realities of the world 

are presented as a truth and therefore, are presented as independent of varying perceptions. This is 

where constructivism becomes relevant, as constructivists oppose this belief that a ‘real world’ 

exists independently of ourselves and that naturalist ‘truths’ are often not reliable.  

Returning to Constructivism, this methodology seeks to understand the socially constructed 

patterns and realities of the world. According to Moses and Knutsen, (2012: 177) Immanuel Kant 

played an important role in the development of constructivism, he did not deny that there was a 

‘real world’ but that we cannot truly understand the ‘real world’, we only know our perceptions of 

it. This study, thus follows that train of thought, seeking to understand the perceptions of the ‘real 

world’ subject at hand.  
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4.2 Methods 

 

4.2.1 The WPR Approach 

The WPR or “What’s the Problem Represented to be” approach was developed by Carol Bacchi 

and Susan Goodman (2016:13). This method is a form of post-structural policy analysis and was 

largely influenced by Foucault (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016). This approach relies on several 

questions, which the researcher systematically goes through in order to understand the problematic 

aspects of policy, law, and legislation (ibid). The questions provided, are as follows:   

• Question 1: What’s the problem (e.g., of “gender inequality”, “drug use/abuse”, “economic 

development”, “global warming”, “childhood obesity”, “irregular migration”, etc.) represented to 

be in a specific policy or policies?  

• Question 2: What deep-seated presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the 

“problem” (problem representation)?  

• Question 3: How has this representation of the “problem” come about?  

• Question 4: What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? Can 

the “problem” be conceptualized differently?  

• Question 5: What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by this representation of 

the “problem”?  

• Question 6: How and where has this representation of the “problem” been produced, disseminated 

and defended? How has it been and/or how can it be disrupted and replaced? (Bacchi and Goodwin, 

2016: 20) 

 

4.2.2 Expert Interviews 

This method is important to this study, as it serves to develop understandings by gaining insight 

from experts in their respective fields. Using expert interviews provides several advantages. First 

off, it is useful in exploring a research problem as it is a much more efficient method than most 

others, such as surveys (Bogner, Littig, and Menz, 2009: 2). Furthermore, it is useful for studying 

subjects that may be difficult to gain access to due to positionality, subject matter, or lack-of 
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experience (ibid: 2).  This is one of the primary reasons for using this method in this study. The 

other crucial reasons for using this method is provided by Bogner, Littig, and Menz (ibid:2), who 

specify that “Beyond the direct benefits, it is also evident that expert interviews offer researchers 

an effective means of quickly obtaining results and, indeed, of quickly obtaining good results.” 

This is imperative as this study is making use of two different methods, and both must be conducted 

efficiently. Another positive aspect of using Expert interviews, which is presented by Bogner, 

Littig, and Menz (ibid: 4) is that “…experts become important when people find themselves having 

to deal with abstract systems (whose internal workings they do not understand).” This study deals 

with some complex legal and social systems that often intersect and therefore expert input is 

invaluable in understanding these systems.  

The interviews were conducted in an open and unstructured format. The reason for this, is due to 

the fact that those interviewed had very different research and knowledge backgrounds, and in 

order to access their knowledge, questions had to be developed individually. The interviews were 

conducted online over Zoom and the audio of each interview was recorded. Due to the scope and 

allotted time for this thesis, along with the recommendations of my supervisor, these interviews 

were not transcribed.  

 

 

4.3 Material 

 

4.3.1 Policy Analysis  

The law that will be analyzed using the WPR approach, is the Swedish Discrimination Act of 2008 

(SFS, 2008:567). This piece of legislation was chosen due to the importance of the act in the 

protection of minorities from discrimination and due to the previously discussed parliamentary 

decision to remove the term ‘race’ from this piece of legislation. In choosing this act, this study 

seeks to deconstruct its capabilities of protecting those who face discrimination and the 

consequences of the removal of the term ‘race’ will be analyzed by deconstructing the problem 

representation of the act. 
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4.3.2 Expert Interviews  

Tobias Hübinette is a Doctor of Philosophy and was the first interviewed. He was chosen as an 

interviewee due to the vast amount of knowledge he has on the issues of Swedish anti-racism and 

whiteness, as is exemplified by his large portfolio of research. Texts such as, Swedish Antiracism 

and White Melancholia: Racial Words in a Post-racial Society (Hübinette, 2013), Three Phases 

of Hegemonic Whiteness: Understanding Racial Temporalities in Sweden (Hübinette and 

Lundström, 2014), and The Racial Grammar of Swedish Higher Education and Research Policy: 

The Limits and Conditions of Researching Race in a Colour-Blind Context (Hübinette and Mählck, 

2015) proved to be invaluable for embarking on this research. His academic contributions prove 

to be more than enough justification to constitute him as an expert.  

Sayaka Osanami Törngren is an Associate Professor and a Senior Researcher at Malmö University, 

and was the second expert to be interviewed. Her insight into Swedish hegemony and 

colorblindness was derived from research, as she has produced some of the most well-developed 

perspectives on said issues. She has published quite a few texts on these issues, such as, Does Race 

Matter in Sweden?: Challenging Colorblindness in Sweden (Osanami Törngren, 2015), Attitudes 

toward interracial marriages and the role of interracial contacts in Sweden (Osanami Törngren, 

2016) and Who Is Marketised in Colour-Blind Sweden? Racial and Ethnic Representation in 

Swedish Commercials (Osanami Törngren and Ulver, 2020).  

I contacted the Afrosvenskarnas Riksförbund, seeking to find someone who had an in-depth 

knowledge on the workings of Swedish post-racism and colorblindness and they put me in contact 

with a member who had that knowledge. They asked to remain anonymous, due to fear of reprisal 

for speaking out about the realities of  race relations and police racism in Sweden. In the analysis, 

I will refer to them as AR, in reference to their organization. On the question of their expertise, 

they have been working on the ground with people effected by discriminatory police practices and 

have actively advocated for the accountability of the police in Sweden.  

Leandro Schclarek Mulinari is a professor in the Department of Criminology at Stockholm 

University, and was the final expert to be interviewed. He is one of the few scholars who has 

actively done research into police racism here in Sweden which has proven immensely insightful 
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to a subject that has not been discussed much before. Further, his knowledge on police racism, has 

given him insight into the workings of Swedish colorblindness and whiteness. Some of the studies 

he produced are, Randomly Selected: Racial/Ethnic Profiling In Sweden (Schclarek Mulinari, 

2017a), Race and Order: Critical Perspectives on Crime in Sweden (Schclarek Mulinari, 2020), 

and Racial profiling in the racial welfare state: Examining the order of policing in the Nordic 

region (Schclarek Mulinari and Keskinen, 2020). These studies have not only proven his expertise 

on the issue, but also proven to be invaluable to this study itself.  

These four interviewees consented to expert interviews for the inclusion in this study. The format 

of the interviews is unstructured due to the fact that they have different areas of expertise and thus 

the questions needed to be relevant to their fields and to allow for constructive discussion. These 

interviews sought to attain knowledge on these issues from those who had an in-depth 

understanding of them. Therefore, expert interviews were determined to be the most efficient 

method to attain said knowledge.  

 

4.4 Limitations 

This study is covering some complex and problematic concepts; therefore, it is important to 

determine the limitations of this study. First, due to this study being a bachelor’s thesis, its scope 

is not able to cover all of the aspects and contributing factors of colorblindness and post-racism in 

Sweden. Therefore, within this thesis, it is not claimed to be presenting a fully grasped 

understanding of these concepts but it has been conducted to contribute to the research and 

discourse on them. Furthermore, this study does not have the scope to determine exactly how 

prevalent these concepts are in Swedish society, but to look at the impacts they have on legislation. 

In regard to the first method, in this thesis I do not claim to present the only problematic aspects 

of the discrimination act, but due to the aim, will focus on the problem representation of ethnicity. 

Furthermore, not all of the effects of this problem representation will be able to be identified in 

this study, but I seek to highlight what some of those effects are, with the hope of inspiring further 

critical research on the issue.  
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Regarding the second method, analysis of the interviews of several experts on the issues of post-

racism and colorblindness will be presented. As discussed in section 4.2.2, this method was chosen 

due to access of knowledge and efficiency. Within the analysis of the interviews, it is not claimed 

that the information presented is hard evidence or indisputable fact but the perspectives of those 

who have extensively engaged with these issues on academic and real-world levels.  

Finally, the conclusions of this thesis will reflect that these are complex issues, that cannot fully 

be understood in a bachelor’s thesis. Yet research such as this, must be conducted if colorblindness 

and post-racism are ever to be deconstructed on a societal and legislative level.  
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5. Analysis  

 

5.1 WPR Approach to the Discrimination Act of 2008 

 

5.1.1 What is the problem Represented to be in the Discrimination act of 2008? 

The purpose of this first question is to identify what the problem is represented to be and to 

understand exactly what is problematized by the law (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 20). The 

purpose of the Discrimination Act is as follows:  

The purpose of this Act is to combat discrimination and in other ways promote equal rights and 

opportunities regardless of sex, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion or other 

belief, disability, sexual orientation or age.” (SFS, 2008:567: 2) 

This act identifies that its primary purpose is to combat discrimination. This is followed by listing 

the different identities or categories that are protected from discrimination. This underlies what the 

problem is represented to be by this act. Those who face discrimination, based on “…sex, 

transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion or other belief, disability, sexual orientation 

or age” must be protected from said discrimination (SFS, 2008:567: 2). Therefore, it is implied 

that the represented problem is that in Sweden, people face discrimination on these grounds which 

necessitated the creation and implementation of this act.  

Furthermore, it is important to understand what discrimination is determined to be by this act. 

There are several forms of discrimination laid out by this act, which can be found in the appendices.   

This list determines that if one faces any of these forms of discrimination, on the grounds of the 

previously presented categories or identities, then this law serves to protect them. It can be inferred 

from the presentation of those forms of discrimination in the law, that these forms of discrimination 

take place or have taken place in Sweden. Therefore, the problem is represented to be that 

discrimination of the previously presented forms exists in Sweden and is based on “…sex, 

transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion or other belief, disability, sexual orientation 

or age” (SFS, 2008:567: 2).  
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5.1.2 What deep-seated presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of 

discrimination? 

First off, this question seeks to understand and present the previously constructed or taken-for-

granted knowledges that are assumed in this act (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 21). The first 

assumptions of this law that must be deconstructed are the presuppositions of the grounds for 

discrimination. The Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567: 2) determines that those grounds are 

“...sex, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion or other belief, disability, sexual 

orientation or age.” This act thus assumes that these are the only grounds for discrimination. The 

focus for this study will be on the framing of ethnicity. As stated in the limitations, this is not due 

to the assumption that there are not problematic aspects of the other grounds for discrimination but 

that they are not pertinent to the focus of this study. The primary definition that this study is 

concerned with is that of Ethnicity. Ethnicity is described in the Discrimination Act (SFS, 

2008:567: 3) as “…national or ethnic origin, skin colour or other similar circumstance.” One of 

the questions that must be asked is why ethnicity is recognized as ground for discrimination, but 

race is not.  

The inclusion of ethnicity and not race implies that there is an assumption that people are 

discriminated against due to ethnic intolerance rather than being due to racism. Therefore, this act 

assumes that ethnic intolerance is present in Sweden, but racism is not. It must be determined what 

the difference then is between ethnicity and race. As stated previously, the definition for ethnicity 

is described in the Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567: 3) as “…national or ethnic origin, skin 

colour or other similar circumstance.” On the other hand, race is described by Bonilla-Silva (2015: 

1360) as “…a ‘socially constructed’ category…” The primary difference between these two 

concepts, is that ethnicity is described in the act as attributed to natural characteristics, and yet 

Bonilla-Silva’s conception of race, which this thesis is presenting, is that of social construction. 

An argument could be made that the phrase “similar circumstance” could incorporate socially 

constructed aspects of ethnicity, yet the act is referring to similar circumstances  to national/ethnic 

origin and skin color, which are both natural characteristics. It can thus be inferred that socially 

constructed circumstances are not intended to be included by the phrase, “similar circumstance”. 

This act thus assumes that discrimination in Sweden can be based on the physical and cultural 
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characteristics of a person but not because of a socially constructed racial hierarchy, as described 

by Bonilla-Silva (2015). Furthermore, a presupposition exists in this act, that there is no socially 

constructed racial hierarchy in Sweden. Therefore, it can be concluded that this law assumes that 

Sweden is a post-racist country or that only ethnic discrimination exists in Sweden, not racial 

discrimination. These findings will be further deconstructed in the following questions.  

 

5.1.3 How has this representation of ethnic discrimination come about? 

 Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 22) determine that the purpose of this question is to “…examine how 

a specific problem representation has come to be.” Drawing on “Foucauldian genealogy,” it seeks 

to understand the societal practices, such as power relations, that have produced the representation 

of the problem (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 22). The problem representation that this question 

seeks to understand the development of, is that of ethnic discrimination, as presented in the 

Swedish Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567). Specifically seeking to understand how the problem 

representation of ethnic discrimination came to be, as opposed to representing the problem as 

racism.  

This question can only be answered by first considering the historical development of discourse 

on race in Sweden. As discussed in the previous research section of this study, race biology and 

eugenics was extremely prominent in Sweden prior to World War II, this included having the very 

first state funded institution of race biology (Ericsson, 2019). Therefore, it can be assumed that 

race played a key role in Swedish society. This changed however post-World War II as Sweden 

shifted towards an anti-racist society (Hübinette and Mählck, 2015: 11). In the 1960s and 1970s, 

this notion of anti-racism developed in Sweden until it determined itself to be post-racist 

(Hübinette and Mählck, 2015:11). Once Sweden conceptualized itself as a post-racist society, no 

more work was believed to be needed and Swedish society determined itself to be colorblind 

(Hübinette and Mählck, 2015:11).  This shift in Sweden, going from a country that had state funded 

race biology, to a colorblind society in only a few decades had impactful consequences on the 

social, political, and legal spheres of Sweden.  One of the consequences of this, took place in 2001 

when the Swedish Parliament banned the word ‘race’ from legislation and in many cases they 

replaced the term ‘race’ with that of ‘ethnicity’ (Hübinette and Mählck, 2015: 11-12). Therefore, 
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from a historical point of view, it is simple to trace this development of how ethnicity came to be 

represented in the Swedish Discrimination Act.  

 

5.1.4 What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 

Can the problem of ethnic discrimination be conceptualized differently? 

Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 22) determine that the purpose of this question is “…to destabilize an 

existing problem representation by drawing attention to silences, or unproblematized elements, 

within it.” This analysis has already shown some of the shortcomings and problematic elements of 

the problem representation of ethnic discrimination in Sweden. This question will thus seek to 

further analyze these shortcomings within the context of the Swedish Discrimination Act.  

One of the first problematic elements of this problem representation is how the law conceptualizes 

ethnicity. As stated previously, in the Swedish Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567), ethnicity is 

deemed to be determined by physical characteristics and culture, and that a socially constructed 

racial hierarchy (Bonilla-Silva, 2015) does not exist in Sweden. This representation of the problem 

must be deconstructed. If the tendency of ethnic discrimination is based on a dislike or 

marginalization of those who have different physical or cultural characteristics, than it must be 

determined where this tendency comes from.  

As discussed previously, Bonilla-Silva (2015: 1359-1360) presents racism as a socially 

constructed racial hierarchy. This hierarchy produces both advantages for the dominant racial 

group and disadvantages for the subordinated racial groups (Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1360). 

Furthermore, this structure produces a social consciousness for its subjects, creating “… a sense 

of ‘us’ versus ‘them’” (Bonilla-Silva, 2015: 1360). This process of creating a social atmosphere of 

“us versus them” has real impacts on the prejudices of the people(s). Bonilla-Silva (1997: 472) 

describes this process, “…after the process of attaching meaning to a ‘people’ is instituted, race 

becomes a real category of group association and identity.” Therefore, this racial hierarchy is 

internalized to the point where people are categorized into the hierarchy, which is determined by 

their characteristics and cultures. This categorization process thus determines who is within the 

“us” and who is within the “them” categories, determining who can and cannot be discriminated 

against. This brings us back to ethnic discrimination, the social racial hierarchy produces the means 
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to categorize people and thus justify what the Discrimination Act determines to be ethnic 

discrimination, it must be assumed that this racial hierarchy and thus racism exists in Sweden. 

Ethnic discrimination cannot exist without the racial hierarchy prevailing behind it. Thus, it can 

be concluded that a racial hierarchy exists in Sweden and that ethnic discrimination simply exists 

as a veil for racism, thus silencing the problem of racism. Furthermore, in silencing racism it also 

silences any voices of those who determine the existence of a social racial hierarchy in Swedish 

society. This is put well by Hübinette (2013: 32), “… minorities are being discriminated against 

and their histories, experiences and perspectives are being silenced and made invisible in dominant 

representations of Swedish national identity.” 

 

5.1.5 What effects (discursive, subjectification, lived) are produced by this representation of 

ethnic discrimination? 

Determining the effects of the problem representation of ethnic discrimination is imperative to this 

analysis of the Discrimination Act. This question thus seeks to identify and explain these effects. 

Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 23) identify three forms of effects; discursive, subjectification, and 

lived. This subsection will delve into these three forms of effects that are produced by the 

Discrimination Act.  

The first form of effect is discursive. Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 23) explain that discursive 

effects are those that reflect the referenced terms of the problem representation, specifically 

determining what can be “thought and said.” As determined previously the presentation of ethnic 

discrimination rather than racism, silences the discourse on the existence of Bonilla-Silva’s (2015) 

socially constructed racial hierarchy in Sweden. If the racial hierarchy is determined to be non-

existent in Sweden, then that legitimizes the view that racism does not exist in Sweden. Those that 

argue that racism is present in Sweden are thus silenced and the discourse on the existence of 

racism or racist actions is delegitimized. Therefore, the view that is legitimized by this process is 

that Sweden is a post-racist society and “colorblindness” is normalized.  

The second effect that is presented by Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 23), is that of subjectification. 

Subjectification is described as “… how ‘subjects’ are implicated in problem representations, how 

they are produced as specific kinds of subjects” (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 23). This concept 
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draws heavily on Foucauldian theories of power relations in order to understand how subjects are 

produced through policy and law (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 29-30). Laws such as the 

Discrimination Act, “…constitute political ‘subjects’ as ‘governable’ through promoting identities 

that ‘perform’ behaviors deemed to be desirable” (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016: 50). In the 

Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567: 3), it is determined that people can face discrimination based 

on their ethnicity (see definition of ethnicity above). Thus, the subject that this study is concerned 

with, is that of an ethnic subject. The desirable behavior than, is that people are discriminated 

against due to their ethnicity rather than their race. In other words, this law determines that those 

who are discriminated against are not racialized people but those belonging to an ethnic group. 

The primary question that must be asked then is why people are subjectified as ethnic groups and 

not as racialized people.  

This question returns us to the discussion on a socially constructed racial hierarchy. As stated 

previously, this law assumes that this hierarchy does not exist in Sweden. Ethnic discrimination 

does not necessitate the existence of some form of socially imbedded prejudice. Thus, this 

subjectification of ethnicity rather than race, removes the justification of systematic discrimination 

from subjects. The existence of a racial hierarchy in Sweden would give subjects of discrimination 

a substantial amount of evidence to back their claims. Subjects of ethnic discrimination in Sweden 

are represented to not have the justification of living in a society where a racial hierarchy exists 

which therefore creates a more governable subject (Bacchi and Goodwin, 2016).  

The final form of effects that Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 23) present, are lived effects. Lived 

effects are described as “…an analytic category, ensures that the ways in which discursive and 

subjectification effects translate into people’s lives form part of the analysis” (Bacchi and 

Goodwin, 2016: 23). Both the analysis of the discursive and the subjectification effects of the 

representation of ethnic discrimination in the Discrimination Act resulted in finding some similar 

problematic aspects.  This section of the question seeks to determine how these effects actually 

impact people’s lives.  

As previously determined, the discursive effect of this problem representation in the 

Discrimination Act (SFS, 2008:567) is that Sweden is presented as a colorblind society. 

Colorblindness in the Swedish context is essentially the internalized belief that race does not 
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matter, that people do not see race, and that it is non-existent in the society (Osanami Törngren, 

2018). The existence of colorblindness in Sweden is best described by Osanami Törngren;  

The resistance to talk about race in contemporary Sweden can be understood as a national collective 

forgetting of a past where Sweden played a crucial role in the development of the idea of biological 

race, and where the notions of Sweden and Swedishness were built on the idea of the white superior 

race. (2015: 134-135) 

Therefore, the first lived effect of Swedish colorblindness is historical erasure on an individual and 

collective level. Not that racial science and racism have been erased from the history books, but 

the significant role Sweden played in the development of racial science and engagement in the 

racist colonial project has been intentionally or unintentionally removed from the peoples’ 

perception of Swedish history. The history of Swedish racial science and racism is thus removed 

from the collective memory of Swedish society. The collective erasure of racism and the embrace 

of colorblindness brings about many problematic effects. The first, is that presenting Sweden as 

colorblind can serve to protect those who are racist or have tendencies of racial discrimination. 

Osanami Törngren (2019: 138) determines that “… research shows that visible differences matter 

in Sweden and how whiteness and racial differences shape the definition of Swedishness and non-

Swedishness.” Therefore, if race does matter in Sweden but Swedish society denies this, then it is 

essentially covered up.  

The second lived effect of colorblindness could be described as a gaslighting tendency. When a 

person faces racial discrimination, they may be met with a form of gaslighting, where the person 

accused of discrimination will argue that they “don’t see color” and thus acquit themselves from 

any blame (Tobias and Joseph, 2018). This is extremely problematic as it upholds the portrayal of 

Swedish colorblindness, allows those who commit acts of racism to maintain innocence, and de-

legitimizes the claims of those who face racism.  

Regarding the subjectification effects, it was determined that people who face discrimination are 

subjects of ethnic discrimination rather than racial discrimination. Furthermore, this denial of 

racism also implies the denial of the existence of a socially constructed racial hierarchy. This has 

been done in order to produce governable subjects, Foucault (Dreyfus, Rabinow, and Foucault, 

1983: 208) describes this process as “dividing practices.” People are divided in this context to veil 

the existence of a racial hierarchy in Sweden. The real effect of this is that those that face racial 
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discrimination are stripped of their agency to address it. The acknowledgement of the existence of 

a racial hierarchy existing in Sweden would allow the agency to those who face racial 

discrimination, to address this hierarchy and work to deconstruct it.  

 

5.1.6 How and where has this representation of ethnic discrimination been produced, 

disseminated and defended? How has it been and/or how can it be disrupted and replaced? 

Bacchi and Goodwin (2016: 23-24) This question seeks to “… emphasize the existence and 

possibility of contestation, to destabilize taken-for-granted ‘truths’.” In this case, the problem 

representation is that of discrimination on the grounds of ethnicity, as opposed to race. The 

production process of this problem representation spanned many years and involved many actors. 

This study does not claim that there was an intentional concerted effort to produce this problem 

representation but nevertheless, it has been produced. Thus, this question seeks to determine how 

this has come about, how it has been spread and maintained, how it is being or can be dismantled, 

and how it is being or can be replaced.  

The historical origins of this problem representation can be located post-World War II. With the 

signing of the UNESCO declaration that determined that there was “…no biologically superior or 

inferior human race” (Osanami Törngren, 2015: 129) (Courier, 1950). Two of the scholars that 

signed this declaration, were the Swedish scientists, Gunnar Dahlberg and Gunner Myrdal, laying 

the groundwork for Sweden to become a post-racist society (Osanami Törngren, 2015: 130) 

(Ericsson, 2019). Following the signing of the UNESCO Declaration, Sweden continued to 

transform its image towards a non-racist one throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Hübinette, 2013: 

25). This process of transformation continued throughout the years until it was able to take up the 

image “… as the most radical Western proponent for social justice, antiracism and gender equality 

through Social Democratic-led multicultural and so-called state feminist policies” (Hübinette, 

2013: 25). Sweden therefore took upon itself the mantle of colorblindness and determined that 

racism remained only in the past (Hübinette, 2013). This rhetoric was maintained in the social 

world until “The word ‘race’ became a taboo word itself” (Hübinette, 2013: 25).  

However, the taboo of using the term race did not only remain in the social, use of the term was 

eventually stripped from Swedish legislation as well. This began with the drafting of the 
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Discrimination Act of 2008, removing the term race from the legislation and replacing it with the 

terminology, “Ethnicity: national or ethnic origin, skin colour or other similar circumstance” 

(United Nations Association of Sweden, 2018). Furthermore, the Swedish government decided to 

remove the term race from all Swedish legislation (Rundquist, 2014). It becomes clear that there 

was a direct set of developments that led up to this representation of the problem. Race was 

systematically removed from social norms and that led to its removal from Swedish legislation.  

On the legislative level the Swedish government argued that the removal of the term race was 

necessary as “…there is no scientific basis to divide human beings into different races and, 

consequently, from a biological point of view, no basis to use the term race to describe human 

beings” (United Nations Association of Sweden, 2018). The Swedish Government also figured 

that if race was included in the act, that it might legitimize the views of racists, that they were of a 

superior race and therefore justified (United Nations Association of Sweden, 2018). These 

arguments have been heavily contested, a committee was put together by the Swedish Government 

on the removal of the term race, and they made a number of arguments against it:  

They argued that the term exists in the legislation to fulfill international ratified conventions, 

whereby race is used to protect people from actions grounded in the belief that there are different 

races of human beings, rather than the belief that there are different races or to support such a belief. 

Furthermore, the Committee also concluded that removing the term race from the legislation would 

compromise undermining the protection against discrimination. (United Nations Association of 

Sweden, 2018: 17).  

Therefore, it is clear that there was push-back against the removal of race from the act from the 

very beginning, by the Government’s own committee. Yet, this change went ahead and 

furthermore race was removed from all legislative documents (Rundquist, 2014). This shows a 

systematic development of the problem representation of ethnic based discrimination rather than 

racially based.  

Moving on to the second half of this question, it must be determined how the problem 

representation is being or can be dismantled and replaced. To start off, staying with the UN report, 

it entailed its recommendations for the discrimination act:  
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• Conduct a thorough and balanced assessment of the legal and social consequences of the removal 

of the term race from the Discrimination Act. 

• While removing the term race from legislation, establish appropriate alternative measures 

combating racism effectively. (United Nations Association of Sweden, 2018: 18) 

They argue that legislation must be in place to combat racism as the act currently does not have 

the measures in place to appropriately do this. They do not directly state that the term race should 

be returned to the legislation, however it should be considered as this would greatly shift the 

problem representation towards racial discrimination as opposed to ethnic discrimination.  

On the societal level, there is a lot of work that needs to be done. Osanami Törngren describes the 

danger in not engaging with this issue:  

Failing to discuss how race matters and continuing to pursue the belief of colorblindness in Sweden, 

I believe will only inhibit the efforts towards tackling discrimination and racism that exist in 

Sweden today and achieving a truly colorblind society. (Osanami Törngren, 2015: 135) 

As discussed previously, the problem representation of ethnic discrimination silences the discourse 

on race and racism in Sweden on legal, political, and social levels. Therefore, moving forward, the 

problem representation must be shifted in order to be able to properly engage with and discuss 

racism in Sweden. If this shift were to take place, it would allow for critical engagement with 

Bonilla-Silva’s (2015) concept of a socially constructed racial hierarchy. This will then allow for 

the possibility to deconstruct and dismantle this hierarchy on an academic and societal level.  

Furthermore, some researchers have begun to dismantle the racist and colorblind tendencies that 

are inherently linked to this problem representation, as have been referenced throughout this text. 

This is a concerted effort to begin to deconstruct aspects of this problem representation and further 

research is imperative to this process. On a more individual and social level, the internalized 

aspects of this problem representation must be deconstructed in order to move forward.  
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5.2 Expert Interviews on Swedish Colorblindness and Post-racism 

Throughout the interviews, Swedish post-racism and colorblindness was brought up many times. 

It was made clear in these interviews, that the construction and current situation of post-racism 

and colorblindness in Sweden must be understood in order to do research on this subject. Of course, 

as was brought up many times, it is difficult to fully understand the ins and outs of these tendencies. 

This was well put by Osanami Törngren, “So conceptually I understand the history of Sweden and 

how the white hegemony has emerged but this resistance part, I don’t really understand.” The 

resistance that Osanami Törngren was referring to, was that of resistance to discuss race or even 

acknowledge it at all. This resistance makes it extremely difficult to engage with and therefore 

understand the concept of Swedish hegemony and Swedish post-racism. Nevertheless, this section 

seeks to highlight the insights of experts on Swedish post-racism and colorblindness.  

The first question that must be asked is where these concepts originated and how it developed. 

When asked about this development, Tobias Hübinette discussed the history of Swedish 

Lutheranism and how that influenced Swedish colorblindness:  

It’s this idea that there’s a certain kind of Lutheran approach I think to everything related to race 

and racism in Sweden where this idea about protestant Christianity and Lutheranism is that you can 

cleanse your soul of evil and you have to do that on your own, you don’t do that. The Catholics and 

the orthodox in eastern Europe and southern Europe they do it together as a collective but the 

Swedes, they do it individually and if you do that you become a better person in the eyes of god 

and it’s that kind of religious ethos that lies behind Swedish anti-racism and Swedish colorblindness 

although it’s never stated of course... I think that’s kinds of the backdrop, the unconscious backdrop 

of Swedish colorblindness and Swedish antiracism, this Lutheran heritage basically. 

This heritage of Swedish Lutheranism is not something that is often brought up in reference to the 

development of Swedish colorblindness and post-racism. However, it does explain how there was 

such a dramatic embrace of colorblindness without deconstructing and decolonizing both 

Sweden’s past and individual biases. Once an individual has cleansed themselves of the evils of 

racism, then their work is done, they have achieved a post-racist and colorblind worldview. 

Unfortunately, racism is not something that someone can just immediately wipe themselves clean 

of. Deconstructing racism and racist tendencies is a complex process, made even more complex in 
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colorblind societies. In the book, Racism Without Racists, Bonilla-Silva (2018: 137-140) 

concludes with a list of ways to start deconstructing one’s racist tendencies within a colorblind 

society and furthermore how to begin to change the hegemony of said society. This is a complex 

process, and many other scholars have produced complex analyses of racial hierarchies and racist 

tendencies, detailing how to deconstruct one’s racism and without a doubt, this deconstruction of 

racism is a long and difficult process, which cannot be done overnight.  

This is a valid theory on how post-racism and colorblindness developed in Sweden but 

unfortunately, it has not been investigated in depth. All the experts I interviewed had thoughts on 

why Swedish hegemony has developed in this way but generally none of them had determined 

what the entire blueprint looked like. What was discussed much more, is the current effects and 

forms of post-racism and colorblindness here in Sweden today.  

First off, colorblindness was determined to function in different ways by the different experts 

interviewed. One point that often came up, was that Swedes do engage with discussion of systemic 

racism, especially if it’s outside of Sweden. This tendency is put well by Osanami Törngren when 

comparing the Swedish context to the US one:  

…the difference in Sweden is that there is a high level of awareness of institutional racism, as you 

probably have realized, that whenever, in Swedish academia or politicians talk about racism, it's 

always about the structural racism. What is lacking is the individual level, awareness of the 

individual level… and that's where the power evasion comes into play in the Swedish context more 

in a sense that it's about color evasion, right? So you don't want to admit that your whiteness 

contributes to privileges. 

What Osanami Törngren is highlighting here, is that institutional racism can be addressed and 

discussed but on the personal level, it becomes taboo. Sweden has been at the forefront of calling-

out other nations when it comes to their racist tendencies, but when it comes to addressing 

institutional racism within the Swedish context, many of the other experts argued that it does not 

happen. This was echoed by AR in the context of Sweden on the international stage:  

Sweden has been one of those countries that has reached out and then acknowledge the country like 

Palestine… Sweden was one of the countries that strongly went out and renounced apartheid in 

South Africa… Sweden is like one of the countries that has really supported equality and feminism. 
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But at the same time, Sweden is one of those countries that sterilized especially LGBTIQ [people], 

some of the LGBTIQ persons still, recently… When you go abroad, Sweden, really when it comes 

to human rights, gender equality, you know, like, really civilization like Sweden is up there. But 

no one talks about their role when it comes to race biology, whereby actually they had like a 

national institution in the entire world, it was the first national institution, no one talks about that. 

This seems to be a visible pattern for Sweden - it is quite common to criticize other countries for 

their abuses, but there is a lack of self-reflection.  This will be further exemplified in the second 

sub-section of this analysis. Osanami Törngren further discusses that systemic discrimination is 

recognized when it is based on “nativity or immigrant backgrounds.” So specific trends of 

systematic discrimination on the grounds of antisemitism, Romaphobia, and islamophobia are 

acknowledged in the Swedish context. This acknowledgement can be understood due to the use 

of the terminology of ethnic discrimination rather than racial discrimination (see section 5.1.4). 

On the topic of ethnic discrimination and the removal of race from legislation, Hübinette 

corroborated the previous findings that one cannot file a case of discrimination using the explicit 

terms of racial discrimination or racism:  

…you have to file a report saying that you became discriminated out of for example religion, or 

something else, because religion is still a discrimination ground but race is not so it means that 

legally there is no category basically for racial discrimination. 

It is of course good that the Discrimination Act acknowledges the grounds of religion, ethnicity, 

etc. but the potential consequences of the lack of the terminology of race/racism must be 

acknowledged as well. This use of the term ethnicity rather than the term race was highlighted by 

Schclarek Mulinari:  

it's very important to address the link between race, racialization and racism and I think that this 

language, focused on ethnicity, it blurs this link, and it makes it possible to talk about ethnic 

discrimination [by] sidestepping the topic of racism, so it's a mechanism to blur or to avoid 

discussing the topic of racism. 

This description of the use of the term ethnicity does make sense, regarding Swedish tendencies 

of colorblindness. This is not to say that it is an intentional or conscious act but nevertheless it is 

serving a function.  Racism is thus replaced by terms of ethnic discrimination or religious 
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discrimination and those effected by racism are denied the acknowledgement of it by Swedish 

society and hegemony.  

 

6. Conclusion 

This study has shown that the concepts of Swedish post-racism and colorblindness are complex to 

deconstruct and analyze and yet it has attempted to undertake this task.  The scopes of these 

complexities are quite vast and thus no single study could claim true understanding of them. Yet 

by narrowing down the scope, this study has been able to begin to deconstruct the mechanisms of 

colorblindness and post-racism in the Swedish context and furthermore has sought to highlight 

how these concepts influence Swedish legislation.    

By providing the reader with a backdrop of the previous research into the study of racial 

discrimination, the conceptualizations of Swedish post-racism, and the current state of hate crime 

in Sweden, it has been shown that there is interest in studying these issues and emphasizes the 

need for more studies to be embarked upon, such as this one. Furthermore, with the theoretical 

perspectives on racism and post-racism, and colorblindness, this study implemented said theories 

into an analysis of the Swedish context. Deriving from the methodological tradition of 

constructivism, the researcher sought to analyze post-racism and colorblindness through the use 

of two methods. The first, was the implementation of the WPR approach of post-structural policy 

analysis to analyze the Swedish Discrimination Act of 2008. And the second, used expert 

interviews to discern the complexities of the previously stated concepts.  

Through the use of the WPR approach, this study was able to ascertain the problem representation 

of ethnic discrimination that was presented in the Discrimination Act. This problem representation 

importantly leaves out the problem of racial discrimination for grounds of protection by this act. 

This was an intentional action led by the Swedish parliament on the removal of the term ‘race’ 

from legislation, so a direct development of this problem representation was simple enough to 

trace. The implications of the removal of the term race are that it has the potential to fail to protect 

those who face racial discrimination. This problem representation also insinuates that a racial 

hierarchy is non-existent here in Sweden. But as this study touches upon, there is significant 
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evidence pointing to the fact that a racial hierarchy in Sweden and that denial of this hierarchy is 

a perpetuation of colorblindness and white innocence. All-in-all, the problem representation of 

ethnic discrimination and the exclusion of grounds for racial discrimination falls short in the 

protection of those who are faced with racist discrimination and serves to promote a colorblind 

Sweden and veils the socially constructed racial hierarchy that exists in Sweden.  

Moreover, the expert interviews proved to be an effective method in gleaning knowledges from 

the experts who have engaged with the same and similar subject matters. They served to be crucial 

in gaining an understanding of the complexities of white Swedish hegemony and how the concept 

of post-racism developed throughout society, politics, and law. One of the most visible aspects of 

this, is that of colorblindness, the interviewees were able to describe how it serves to side-step 

oneself from being blamed of racist tendencies or views and yet still allows for discussion on the 

issues of systematic ethnic discrimination.   

Finally, the removal of the term race from Swedish law and vocabulary was influenced by the 

development of the notions of post-racism and colorblindness in Sweden. In many cases, such as 

in the Discrimination Act, the term race was replaced with the term ethnicity. Within this study, it 

has been shown that the terms race and ethnicity are not interchangeable, the concept of race allows 

for the acknowledgement of the existence of a racial hierarchy in Sweden, the term ethnicity does 

not. It has been determined that ethnicity is based on natural or nurtured characteristics. The 

discrimination act thus represents the problem to be based on intolerance due to skin color and 

origin and fails to acknowledge that discrimination is influenced by a racial hierarchy in Sweden. 

This process has been directly influenced by the understanding of Sweden and the Swedes as post-

racist and colorblind and thus this study shows the problematics aspects of continuing this 

understanding and the promotion of it to themselves and to the world.  

6.1 Recommendations for Future Research 

As has been exemplified by this study, there is still a large gap in research when it comes to 

understanding Swedish hegemony, post-racism, and colorblindness and their potential influences 

on legislation and policy. Therefore, it is imperative that these issues be further researched and 
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analyzed in order to determine whether there are more problematic tendencies that originate from 

these conceptualizations.  
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8. Appendices 

 

8.1 Appendix 1: Discrimination Act - Forms of Discrimination 

1. Direct discrimination: that someone is disadvantaged by being treated less favourably than 

someone else is treated, has been treated or would have been treated in a comparable situation, if 

this disadvantaging is associated with sex, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion 

or other belief, disability, sexual orientation or age. 

2. Indirect discrimination: that someone is disadvantaged by the application of a provision, a 

criterion or a procedure that appears neutral but that may put people of a certain sex, a certain 

transgender identity or expression, a certain ethnicity, a certain religion or other belief, a certain 

disability, a certain sexual orientation or a certain age at a particular disadvantage, unless the 

provision, criterion or procedure has a legitimate purpose and the means that are used are 

appropriate and necessary to achieve that purpose. 

3. Inadequate accessibility: that a person with disability is disadvantaged through a failure to take 

measures for accessibility to enable the person to come into a situation comparable with that of 

persons without this disability where such measures are reasonable on the basis of accessibility 

requirements in laws and other statutes, and with consideration to 

• the financial and practical conditions, 

• the duration and nature of the relationship or contact between the operator and the individual, 

and 

• other circumstances of relevance. 

4. Harassment: conduct that violates a person’s dignity and that is associated with one of the 

grounds of discrimination sex, transgender identity or expression, ethnicity, religion or other 

belief, disability, sexual orientation or age. 

5. Sexual harassment: conduct of a sexual nature that violates someone’s dignity. 
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6. Instructions to discriminate: orders or instructions to discriminate against someone in a manner 

referred to in points 1–4 that are given to someone who is in a subordinate or dependent position 

relative to the person who gives the orders or instructions or to someone who has committed herself 

or himself to performing an assignment for that person. (Discrimination Act, 2008: 2-3) 

 


