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BOOK REVIEW

Neoliberal securitization and symbolic
violence: Silencing political, academic
and societal resistance, edited by
Masoud Kamali, Cham: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2021, 254 pp., €99.99 hbk
€85.59 ebk

Kamali’s book goes against the various
brands and stereotypes that have been pro-
jected about and by Sweden. Sweden is
often seen by outsiders as being a bastion
of an enlightened democracy, open plural-
ism and a strong welfare state. However,
Kamali presents the often-hidden side (to
foreign eyes), where decades of (neo)liber-
alism have eroded the sense of liberty and
freedom among segments of Sweden’s citi-
zens, especially those taking a critical
stance. It is a case where (neo)liberalism
has been vigorously pursued at the
expense of democracy. In an Orwellian
twist, it is though done in the name of
democracy and unity.

More specifically, the book concerns the
consequences and effects of decades of neo-
liberal reform on the Swedish state and its
citizens, demonstrating that although neo-
liberalism is in principle about divesting
state involvement (in the provision of
social services to the public, for example),
it has in fact increased the state’s securitiza-
tion and surveillance of its citizens. Kamali
focuses upon its effects, in particular on
non-white immigrant groups, identified as
being a particularly vulnerable group,
especially in wake of the Global War On
Terrorism after 9/11. He singles out
specific professions as interview subjects –
politicians, journalists, academics and civil
society activists. These are important
groups owing to their role as a centre of cul-
tural production that contribute to the
shaping of norms, values and behaviour of

in-group citizens. In-depth interviews are
conducted with subjects from these
groups, along with a non-immigrant
Swedish control group.

In terms of the structure of the book, it
consists of seven chapters, including the
introduction and conclusion. The first
chapters present the theoretical and meth-
odological basis of the study. Then the
focus moves systematically to the issues of
securitization and self-censorship in main-
stream political parties, mainstream
media, academia and civil society. There
are several key research questions that are
posed to inform and guide the work: How
do critical politicians, journalists, aca-
demics and civil society activists of immi-
grant background evaluate their freedom
of speech? How do they evaluate their pro-
fessional and civic activities in a time of
increasing demand for compliance with
neo-liberal securitization? How do they
handle the challenges of neo-liberal
racism and securitization in their pro-
fessional and civic activities? Kamali con-
cludes that there are several different
strategies used by those individuals and
groups that are pressured to comply with
the system consensus. These are active
compliance, passive compliance or non-
compliance and resistance.

The choice of strategy is dependent
upon the internal desires and aspirations
(plus the inner strength and resilience) of
the individual or group, and the presence
of various external barriers and opportu-
nities. This creates different outcomes,
from reward for active compliance to sanc-
tions and symbolic violence against those
who do not submit. The findings of the
book certainly may come as somewhat of
a shock for outsiders as this aspect of
Swedish society – the enforcement of elite
values and norms in terms of what is “per-
missible” (according to the opinion corri-
dor). Also to openly discuss and utter
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ideas that contradict the stereotypical brand
image of the country and its people.
However, for those in the system that
have gone against the system and have
not complied, it is eerily familiar.

The book’s strengths notwithstanding,
there are a couple of points that I would
lightly contest. First of all, it can be
argued that the system goes beyond solely
the colour of individuals and will not hesi-
tate using symbolic violence against all
thought-dissenters. I would also note that
the Swedish Democrats are rather likely
more a symptom of the floundering neo-
liberal project (in terms of failure to
create political consensus and worsening
economic performance of neo-liberal
states) than a cause. But this creates a
dilemma for the elite establishment
system that is losing legitimacy and
control (political and social), thereby creat-
ing the temptation to imitate the challenger
in order to retain a relative hegemony.

Overall, the book is easy to read and is
very enlightening by exposing the pre-
viously hidden underbelly of a phenom-
enon that is rarely brought to the surface,
let alone exposed to a systematic analytical
academic approach. It is both fascinating
and simultaneously disheartening to go
through these personal accounts and jour-
neys of individuals that many will
(luckily) not experience personally. It is
highly recommended to read as it provides
an apt analysis of how the neo-liberal
world, not only in the context of Sweden
specifically but the wider (neo)liberal

world as it transforms politically, socially,
economically as it is subjected to crises
and challenges by non-establishment
forces. Sweden is used as an example of
neo-liberal policy’s effects in a developed
Western democracy, so in this regard it
serves as an illustration and example of
what can potentially happen during the
political transformations occurring in
such similar countries and to serve as a con-
trast of experience with less similar
countries in the neo-liberal transformation
process.
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