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Abstract  

In 2015, 70% of the asylum-seekers in Sweden were men. This skewed ratio combined 

with the image of the threatful male immigrant have raised a topical question within the 

most gender equal country and self-proclaimed feminist state. Through a gender 

perspective that has never been researched and which gives voice to Swedish women, this 

issue is investigated. In particular, it is relevant to consider how socially engaged Swedish 

women reflect on male newcomers who have arrived in Sweden since the 2015 refugee 

crisis. Alongside it is pertinent to investigate how those Swedish women assess the impact 

of the new arrivals on their lives and the society they live in.  Using qualitative research, 

fifteen women are interviewed on account of their relevant opinion on the topic, their 

experience with refugees, their political stance and their work. The informants reminisce 

about the refugee crisis in Sweden and examine the characteristics of male newcomers, 

their empathy and support towards male newcomers, gender (in)equality and the impact 

of the arrival of male newcomers in Sweden. Results display a dense and complex picture 

of the viewpoints of Swedish women on the refugee crisis and the arrival of male 

newcomers to Sweden, between enthusiasm and prudence on the issue. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research problem 

I recognize that you are a human being because you’re not only like a number 

at migrationsverket1 or you’re not only some accusations in the newspapers 

(…) It’s people, they are not UFOs, they are human beings. - Sofia Sörner 

Zaremba 

 

Migration holds a significant place within Europe and has taken part in its construction. 

In particular, in the case of Sweden, migration is “inextricably intertwined with the 

development of the Swedish state and society” as the researcher Admir Skodo puts it.2 

Sweden has long been a safe haven for refugees and other immigrants and has been 

favored by them because of its policies which support the arrival of newcomers and 

promote their rights. Moreover, the refugee crisis of 2015 is a turning point in terms of 

immigration and is clearly portrayed as the event that “changed a continent” with more 

than a million people coming to Europe, mostly from the Middle East.3 Furthermore, this 

context is all the more interesting that Sweden is acknowledged as the country with the 

highest number of immigrants per capita in all Europe in 2015, with around 160,000 

asylum-seekers entering the country, twice as many as in 2014.4 To put those figures in 

perspective, in 2015, Sweden had approximately 9.85 million inhabitants,5 therefore 

asylum-seekers represented 1.6% of the Swedish population. Among the asylum-seekers 

who applied in 2015, 70% were male according to the Swedish Migration Agency.6 Those 

 
1 This refers to the official Swedish Migration Agency. 
2 Admir Skodo, “Sweden: By Turns Welcoming and Restrictive in Its Immigration Policy,” Migration 

Policy Institute (December 6, 2018), https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/sweden-turns-welcoming-

and-restrictive-its-immigration-policy. 
3 Gareth Evans, “Europe’s migrant crisis: The year that changed a continent,” BBC News, August 30, 2020, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53925209. 
4 Bedrudin Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe: The Case Studies of Sweden and Slovakia Towards an 

Avant-Garde Europe: Current Status and Future Perspectives,” Journal of Liberty and International Affairs 

(JLIA) 3, no. Supplement 1: Thematic Issue: Towards an Avant-Garde Europe: Current Status and Future 

Perspectives (2017): 97. 
5 “Summary of Population Statistics 1960–2020,” Statistiska Centralbyrån, accessed May 24, 2021, 

http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-

composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--the-whole-country/summary-

of-population-statistics/. 
6 “Applications for asylum received, 2015,” Migrationsverket, last modified January 1, 2016, 

https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aab/1485556214938/Inkomna%2

0ans%C3%B6kningar%20om%20asyl%202015%20-

%20Applications%20for%20asylum%20received%202015.pdf. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/sweden-turns-welcoming-and-restrictive-its-immigration-policy
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/sweden-turns-welcoming-and-restrictive-its-immigration-policy
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53925209
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--the-whole-country/summary-of-population-statistics/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--the-whole-country/summary-of-population-statistics/
http://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-graphs/yearly-statistics--the-whole-country/summary-of-population-statistics/
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aab/1485556214938/Inkomna%20ansökningar%20om%20asyl%202015%20-%20Applications%20for%20asylum%20received%202015.pdf
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aab/1485556214938/Inkomna%20ansökningar%20om%20asyl%202015%20-%20Applications%20for%20asylum%20received%202015.pdf
https://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.7c00d8e6143101d166d1aab/1485556214938/Inkomna%20ansökningar%20om%20asyl%202015%20-%20Applications%20for%20asylum%20received%202015.pdf
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peculiar gender circumstances that the country faced have raised my interest in the 

refugee crisis and its development in Sweden.  

Over the past few months, I have collected many opinions on that matter and among 

those, the viewpoint I find noteworthy to use as an opening. Sofia Sörner Zaremba works 

as a strategist for the Church of Sweden in Norrköping and previously, during the refugee 

crisis, she worked at their headquarters in Uppsala. As a final comment during our 

interview, she acknowledges the on-going clashes and the skepticism that some show for 

migration and newcomers in Sweden but she emphasizes that newcomers should still be 

treated humanely. This opinion provides an understanding of the on-going debate around 

male newcomers who came to Sweden and their acceptance in the country. Indeed, a 

distinction between male newcomers has become a societal and political debate in the 

Swedish society since the 2015 refugee crisis. On the one hand, those men are presented 

as individuals in their own right and on the other hand, they are seen as threats and thereby 

often dehumanized. The large-scale arrival of thousands of asylum-seekers to Sweden in 

2015,7 a considerable majority being men,8 brings into question the gender equality of the 

country and raises a discussion on who those men are and how they are perceived by the 

Swedish population, in particular by women. The primary problem of gender imbalance 

in migration leads to that question and there are several reasons for the conduct of my 

present research, which I deem important to discuss. I therefore investigate the perception 

of male newcomers who have arrived in Sweden during and after the refugee crisis, by a 

particular group which is Swedish women, through the research question “How do 

socially engaged Swedish women reflect on male newcomers who have arrived in 

Sweden during and after the 2015 refugee crisis and how do those women assess the 

impact of those new arrivals on themselves and on society?” 

Several factors within migration and gender since the refugee crisis leads to the present 

study. The researcher Bedrudin Brljavac highlights that: 

While well-managed migration may contribute to multicultural exchange and 

economic progress in destination countries, its mismanagement may threaten 

social cohesion, democracy and security as well.9 
 

 
7 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 97. 
8 “Applications for Asylum Received, 2015.” 
9 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 91. 
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The mismanagement of migration was evident in the EU during the refugee crisis. The 

EU struggled to respond, and its difficulties are the subjects of much research (Carrera, 

Blockmans, Gros, and Guild, 2015; Greussing, and Boomgaarden, 2017). A conflict 

within the EU institutions and the EU member-states themselves flared during the refugee 

crisis. It has exposed the difficulties of the EU to manage the flow of migrants and 

refugees entering its borders. Moreover, it has been clearly outlined that some member 

states have been affected by the refugee crisis more deeply than others, and Sweden is 

one of them.10 A new debate on immigration and immigrants in Sweden began in 2015 

and since, the refugee crisis “has been fully entangled in Swedish politics.”11 In particular, 

a controversy unfolded with regards to male arrivals to Sweden. Sexual assaults by young 

migrants during the music festival We Are Sthlm in 2014 and 2015, were exposed in 

January 2016, as they were supposedly covered up by the police.12 Through those 

incidents, male newcomers, who are identified as “displaced and homeless people,” are 

presented as “possible perpetrators.”13 Therefore, a gender dimension comes into play 

within the Swedish discussion on immigration, as it is reinforced by those events and 

incidents. Indeed, the gender dimension, which includes gender equality, has a significant 

role in Sweden. It is defined as a Swedish national trait as it is strongly anchored at the 

societal and political levels.14 Since the 1970s, equal rights and policies between women 

and men have been concerns taken extremely seriously by the country.15  Women’s rights 

and gender equality are even depicted “an intrinsic part of Nordic identities and 

belongings,” which shows the importance Sweden gives to those issues.16 Since the 

1990s, Sweden has been ranked as one of the most gender-equal, women-friendly 

 
10 Ireneusz Karolewski, and Roland Benedikter, “Europe’s Refugee and Migrant Crisis: Political Responses 

to Asymmetrical Pressures,” Politique Européenne 60 (January 1, 2018): 100, 

https://doi.org/10.3917/poeu.060.0098. 
11 Michał Krzyżanowski, “‘We Are a Small Country That Has Done Enormously Lot’: The ‘Refugee Crisis’ 

and the Hybrid Discourse of Politicizing Immigration in Sweden,” Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies 

16, no. 1–2 (April 3, 2018): 112, https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2017.1317895. 
12 “Swedish police probe ‘cover-up of migrant sex assaults’,” BBC News, January 11, 2016, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35285086. 
13 Daniel Louw, “The Refugee Dilemma and Migrant Crisis: ‘Charity Begins at Home’ or ‘Being Home to 

the Homeless’? The Paradoxical Stance in Pastoral Caregiving and the Infiltration and Perichoresis of 

Compassion,” HTS Teologiese Studies / Theological Studies 72, no. 2 (August 31, 2016): 2, 

https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v72i2.3267. 
14 Lena Martinsson, Lena, Gabriele Griffin, and Katarina Giritli Nygren, “Introduction,” in Challenging the 

Myth of Gender Equality in Sweden (Bristol, UNITED KINGDOM: Policy Press, 2016), 3. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Birte Siim, “Gender, Diversity and Migration – Challenges to Nordic Welfare, Gender Politics and 

Research,” ed. Brigitte Aulenbacher and Cäcilia Innreiter‐Moser, Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An 

International Journal 32, no. 6 (January 1, 2013): 616. 

https://doi.org/10.3917/poeu.060.0098
https://doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2017.1317895
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35285086
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v72i2.3267
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countries in the world.17 Nonetheless, Swedish narratives outline an imaginary in which 

migrants are endangering the protected gender equality of the country.18 As mentioned 

before, 70% of the applications for asylum to Sweden were made by males in 2015, which 

reinforces a gendered inequality.19  

 

1.2. Presentation and relevance of the study 

The point of view of Swedish women on male newcomers who have arrived in Sweden 

since the 2015 refugee crisis, country in which gender equality has a high importance and 

the government self-identifies as feminist, is examined in this study. Moreover, it is 

interesting to comprehend the positionality of the interviewed women, with regards to 

their identity and corresponding values as females, Swedish and citizens, in reaction to 

the arrival of male newcomers to their country.  The study is therefore limited to Swedish 

women, except for one woman who is not Swedish but lived in Sweden for several years. 

In total, fifteen women have been interviewed at length, faced-to-face or via Zoom 

between February and March 2021.  

As being Swedish citizens and socially engaged, the informants give an interesting 

perspective, in which their sense of belonging, civic identity, citizen activities, political 

activities and any other kind of activity within their community are enhanced. Moreover, 

they are a relevant category with regards to the chosen context, the 2015 refugee crisis. 

The refugee crisis has a significant impact on Sweden and its citizens. By being active 

citizens, those women hold an active role in the society and hold specific points of view 

which can be more developed than women who are not involved in their community. 

Their engagement is part of the process of participatory democracy, which “requires 

people to get involved, to play an active role in their workplace, perhaps, or by taking 

part in a political organisation or supporting a good cause.”20 With regards to the refugee 

crisis and the events that resulted from it, the informants hold relevant opinions on male 

newcomers, through the process of meeting them or through their positions in Swedish 

 
17 Martinsson, Griffin, and Nygren, “Introduction,” 3. 
18 Emil Edenborg, “Saving Women and Bordering Europe: Narratives of “Migrants’ Sexual Violence” and 

Geopolitical Imaginaries in Russia and Sweden,” Geopolitics 25, no. 3 (May 26, 2020): 781. 
19 “Applications for asylum received, 2015.” 
20 “Active Citizenship. For a better European society,” European Economic and Social Committee (2012): 

4,  https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/eesc-2011-35-en.pdf.  

https://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/eesc-2011-35-en.pdf
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institutions. The criteria used for the choice of informants and other matters are explained 

in greater detail in the methodology section. 

Moreover, the gender perspective of the master thesis is explained as migration may cause 

a disruption in the society if not well-managed and thus can interfere with the fundamental 

gender equality promoted in Sweden.21 The place of women within this discussion is all 

the more significant as they hold a special position in gender studies, as victims of 

incidents perpetrated by male immigrants or empowered figures. Moreover, they are at 

the heart of the debate on male immigrants’ issues, for instance with the sexual assaults 

perpetrated at the music festival in Stockholm. Additionally, the gender dimension of the 

refugee crisis, especially in Sweden, is distinctly characterized by a difference between 

women in general (Swedish or immigrants) and male immigrants. A power relationship 

between those two categories has been developed as well. Through the present study, I 

endeavor to determine how the refugee crisis, with the figure of the male newcomer, is 

depicted and interpreted from a woman’s perspective. Here the power relationship is 

between Swedish women, who in this case are seen as powerful, and male newcomers 

who are perceived as comparatively powerless. Indeed, most of the time, when one 

discusses about gender inequality, women are seen as being in a weaker position than 

men, however in the case of Swedish women versus male newcomers, the relationship of 

power is reversed. Swedish women hold a steady place in the Swedish society (which 

feminist government protects gender equality and thus fights gender inequality) whereas 

male newcomers who arrived in Sweden during the refugee crisis have often been in 

difficult and irregular situations, have been waiting for their grant of asylum and therefore 

are vulnerable. Although, it is essential to point out that in spite of being in a weaker 

position, male newcomers with a patriarchal background can still act in power.  The 

position of attacker also refers to that position of dominance that some male newcomers 

hold in the society. 

Furthermore, it is interesting to focus on the Swedish females’ perspective because it has 

not been reviewed in any research, with regards to the arrival of refugees and migrants to 

Sweden since 2015 and, more specifically the sexual violence sometimes committed by 

male immigrants. While male newcomers and migration in Sweden have been researched. 

Nonetheless, a gender perspective must represent both female and male and should give 

 
21 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 91. 
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a chance to speak to female natives who have seen the arrival of more male foreigners in 

their home country. Consequently, the present study brings original data on a topic which 

has no existing scholarship yet. It is the first (known) study in which Swedish women’s 

viewpoints are investigated on the specific aspect of the arrival of male newcomers to 

Sweden since the 2015 refugee crisis. Through qualitative research, in particular the 

conduct of interviews, the content of the study is unique as each interview and each 

opinion is authentic and original.  Therefore, it brings a new approach and develops a 

specific research process. Progress can be made within the Swedish society and Swedish 

policies as this study helps better understand this society with regards to the arrival of 

male newcomers and how they are perceived by the Swedish female population. Despite 

that the opinions of Swedish women on male newcomers are specific to each woman and 

cannot be quantified and cannot represent the whole population, this research helps to 

make sense of the complexity of the issue at hand.   

  

1.3. Purpose statement 

1.3.1. Objectives of the study  

This master thesis investigates the viewpoints of Swedish women on male newcomers 

who have arrived in Sweden from 2015 onwards. At the same time, the Swedish women’s 

viewpoints on the arrival of male newcomers are put in conversation with how those 

women define themselves with regards to their Swedish identity, the Swedish values they 

hold, their sense of belonging within their country and their Swedish citizenship. For this 

purpose, qualitative research, in this case interviews, is conducted. Furthermore, through 

the studied phenomenon, which is male newcomers understood by Swedish women, eight 

themes related to that perception have been generated. 

 

1.3.2. Structure of the study 

After this introduction, a contextual framework sets the scene with European and Swedish 

historical contexts and events around the 2015 refugee crisis. Moreover, a conceptual 

framework is built, and the important terms of this master thesis are defined, such as 
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newcomers, immigration, Swedish identity and values, Swedish citizenship and gender 

equality. 

Then follows the methodology of the present study alongside the ethical considerations. 

The methodological choices for this master thesis are explained. In particular, the 

relevance of the grounded theory for this study is outlined. Afterwards, explanations on 

how and in which way the informants were contacted, the criteria for the choice of 

informants, the interviews’ settings (choice of time and tools used,) design and objectives 

are provided. The grounded theory used for this study is described in more details as well, 

with the related steps of coding.  Furthermore, the ethical perspective of this research is 

examined, with regards to the voluntary consent and the confidentiality of the interviews, 

a reflection on the interviews and the ethical questions raised during the project. 

Consequently, the analysis and the interpretation of the interviews is carried out. Eight 

themes are identified through coding and a content analysis. Each theme includes two or 

three contrasting viewpoints. The themes are as follow:  

1. Social history of the refugee crisis experienced by the informants.  

2. Assessment of the capacity of Sweden to manage the refugee crisis.  

3. The perceived malleability of male newcomers with regards to their integration. 

4. The question of the fundamental goodness of male newcomers.  

5. Empathy and compassion expressed or not by the informants towards male newcomers. 

6. The value of care and support for male newcomers evaluated by the informants. 

7. Gender inequality in immigration highlighted by the informants.  

8. Personal impact of the arrival of male newcomers on the informants. 

Additionally, a discussion sets the analysis and interpretation on a more general level. 

The themes generated are reviewed together to reach a high level of analysis and general 

issues are outlined.   

Finally, the master thesis ends with concluding remarks. The findings are summarized 

and answer the main research question and sub-questions. They determine how women 

make sense of the arrival of male newcomers in their home country and how it has shaped 
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them and the society they live in.  Limitations of the study are provided and an opening 

towards new research is offered as well. 
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2. Contextual framework  

2.1. Immigration in Sweden 

Karin Borevi efficiently explains the immigration process that has occurred in Sweden. 

She highlights that before the end of the Second World War Sweden had strict 

immigration policies. Nevertheless, after the war, the country loosened those policies 

towards a more multicultural approach. In the 1960s, with a booming industrial economy, 

Sweden was in dire need of labor. For this reason, immigrants were recruited. At that 

point, immigrants were declared as equal to the nationals, in terms of conditions of work 

and living standards. In continuation, cultural pluralism started to be promoted in the 

1970s, until the mid-1980s when the multicultural approach was stopped as it was said to 

undermine the integration of immigrants into the Swedish society. Cultural pluralism 

means the support and promotion of a plurality of cultural identities and practices in the 

society. In the case of Sweden, it allowed immigrants to keep their distinct identities, in 

opposition to assimilation, in which immigrants would be pushed more to conform to a 

more traditional Swedish culture and identity. At the same time, new types of immigrants 

came to settle in Sweden, asylum-seekers and family members of previous immigrants. 

Nonetheless, later, in the 1990s, the idea of cultural pluralism was replaced with an 

integration policy, which changed the perspective on immigrants. The political focus 

shifted from the promotion of different cultural identities to the importance of integration 

within the national population, which would lessen or eliminate the clear distinction 

between immigrants and the locals.22 Over the decades, immigration and the 

multiculturalism attached to that concept have had a clear impact on Sweden, on its 

history and its policies. The 2015 refugee crisis is an example of this. 

 

2.2. The refugee crisis in Europe  

In 2015, many refugees and migrants changed their usual route from Libya to Italy, to a 

more dangerous one from Turkey to the Greek Islands. Most of those people fled from 

the Middle East, countries such as Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq. Several incidents occurred 

which were key during the refugee crisis. On April 20, 2015, a boat sunk and 700 people 

 
22 Karin Borevi, “The Political Dynamics of Multiculturalism in Sweden,” Challenging Multiculturalism. 

European Models of Diversity (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013). 
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drowned in the Mediterranean Sea, hundreds of kilometers from Lampedusa, an Italian 

island. Only 50 people were saved. Later in the year, on September 4, 2015, the infamous 

picture of Alan Kurdi moved people all around Europe and the world. The body of the 

Syrian boy was found on a beach in Turkey. He washed up on the beach after 

unsuccessfully attempting to come to Greece. After other incidents during the year, 

several EU-member states decided to strengthen border controls temporarily in order to 

regulate the flow of refugees and migrants.23 

Consequently, the immigration and protection policies of the EU-member states were 

called into question. The difficulties that the EU and its member states faced during the 

refugee crisis are assessed in research (Carrera, Blockmans, Gros, and Guild, 2015; 

Greussing, and Boomgaarden, 2017; Niemann, and Zaun, 2018). The researchers 

Greussing and Boomgaarden emphasize the struggle of member states to deal with the 

crisis and find appropriate measures.24 According to other researchers, Carrera et al., the 

flow of refugees and migrants and the related incidents put pressure on the EU and EU-

member states and led to a mismanagement of the crisis.25 They outline as well that the 

EU and its member states prioritized their own interests and consequently did not comply 

with the human rights standards.26 This is emphasized in other research, which assesses 

that the refugee crisis and the related immigration policies put in place by the EU 

challenged its role of promoting human rights.27 Among the EU-member states, some 

were affected more than others and it was the case for Sweden.28 Indeed, refugees and 

migrants had three main countries of destination, Austria, Germany and Sweden as they 

held high living standards and above all were known to welcome a high per capita rate of 

asylum-seekers.29  

 
23 William Spindler, “2015: The Year of Europe’s Refugee Crisis,” UNHCR, December 8, 2015, 

https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2015/12/56ec1ebde/2015-year-europes-refugee-crisis.html. 
24 Esther Greussing, and Hajo G. Boomgaarden, “Shifting the Refugee Narrative? An Automated Frame 

Analysis of Europe’s 2015 Refugee Crisis,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43, no. 11 (August 

2017): 1749, https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2017.1282813. 
25 Sergio Carrera et al., “The EU’s Response to the Refugee Crisis: Taking Stock and Setting Policy 

Priorities,” Centre for European Policy Studies Essay no. 20/16 (December 2015): 1. 
26 Ibid., 2.  
27 Arne Niemann, and Natascha Zaun, “EU refugee policies and politics in times of crisis: theoretical and 

empirical perspectives,” Journal of Common Market Studies 56, no. 1 (2018): 2. 
28 Karolewski, and Benedikter, “Europe’s Refugee and Migrant Crisis,” 100. 
29 “Overview of the Refugee Crisis in Europe,” Médecins Sans Frontières – Middle East, accessed 

December 10, 2020, https://www.msf-me.org/overview-refugee-crisis-europe. 

https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2015/12/56ec1ebde/2015-year-europes-refugee-crisis.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2017.1282813
https://www.msf-me.org/overview-refugee-crisis-europe
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2.3. The refugee crisis in Sweden 

Sweden welcomed one of the highest rates of refugees and migrants between 2015 and 

2017.30 In comparison to Germany, Sweden had double its per capita level of 

immigrants.31 In 2017, 18.5% of the Swedish population was born outside the country, 

which was twice the average in the EU (7.2%).32 This large-scale migration to Sweden 

during the refugee crisis reinforced the politicization of immigration (Skodo, 2018; 

Krzyżanowski, 2018). Indeed, immigration was at the heart of the Swedish politics and 

Swedish society and was a key issue during the elections of 2014 and 2018.33 

At first, the Swedish government was extremely positive about immigration to Sweden. 

In September 2015, the Swedish Prime Minister, Stefan Löfven, from the Social 

Democratic Party, even declared that “my Europe doesn’t build walls” at a manifestation 

under the banner of “Refugees Welcome.”34 He also stated that he would guarantee that 

“Europe stands up for inviolable human dignity and rights” and that “we [the Swedes] 

will continue to be a country that carries solidarity as our greatest value.” 35 At that point, 

through its policies implemented and its exceptionalist discourse, the Swedish 

government was seen as being in favor of migrants and refugees. Sweden was depicted 

as a welcoming country that treated migrants and refugees “as its own citizens whose 

human rights have to be respected”36 and saw cultural and religious diversity as a 

richness.37 Overall, the Swedish state was considered exceptionalist as it was a “model of 

a tolerant and egalitarian multicultural welfare society.”38 Nonetheless, that Swedish 

exceptionalism was weakened a few weeks after Löfven’s intervention. The government 

changed its immigration strategy and turned into a restrictionist state, like the rest of 

 
30 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 93. 
31 James Traub, “The Death of the Most Generous Nation on Earth,” Foreign Policy (blog), February 10, 

2016, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-

syria-refugee-europe/. 
32 Kerrie Holloway, and Amy Leach, “Public Narratives and Attitudes towards Refugees and Other 

Migrants. Sweden Country Profile,” ODI’s Human Mobility Initiative (June 2020): 1, 

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/sweden_migration_country_profile.pdf. 
33 Skodo, “Sweden.” 
34 “Thousands at Demo to Welcome Refugees,” Radio Sweden, September 6, 2015, 

https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/6249022. 
35 Mathias Ericson, “‘Sweden Has Been Naïve’: Nationalism, Protectionism and Securitisation in Response 

to the Refugee Crisis of 2015,” Social Inclusion 6, no. 4 (2018): 98. 
36 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 96. 
37 Ibid., 93. 
38  Carl-Ulrik Schierup, and Aleksandra Ålund, “The End of Swedish Exceptionalism? Citizenship, 

Neoliberalism and the Politics of Exclusion,” Race & Class 53, no. 1 (July 1, 2011): 47. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0306396811406780. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/resource-documents/sweden_migration_country_profile.pdf
https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/6249022
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306396811406780


 12 

 

Europe.39 Several changes occurred within the Swedish migration policies and those were 

perceived as “dramatic” by the researcher Admir Skodo.40 On November 12, 2015, 

temporary borders and ID controls were for the first time implemented and each person 

who came to Sweden by any means of transportation was checked.41 It also meant that 

each newcomer had to seek asylum in Sweden as soon as he or she arrived, if not, he or 

she would be refused entry into the country.42 Additionally, during the same month, on 

November 24, a temporary law was introduced which modified the grant of residency in 

Sweden for asylum-seekers, from a permanent residency to a temporary residency.43 This 

law was voted on and passed again in 2016 under the 2016 Temporary Asylum and 

Family Reunification Law.  The residency permit was now of thirteen months.44 Asylum-

seekers whose grants were rejected were excluded from free housing and the daily 

allowance.45   

Consequently, those restrictionist laws shone more light on the political party of the 

Sweden Democrats. The party gained more and more importance during the refugee crisis 

as it identified itself as anti-immigration. Its discourse was consequently normalized.46 

Therefore, as it is made clear, migration was politicized, more than it already was, and 

was a key issue within the Swedish political spectrum. It was reflected in the Swedish 

society as well and the feelings towards it were polarized.47 Most Swedes were 

welcoming towards the arrival of newcomers and perceived their arrival as a an 

“economic asset.”48 As the government’s discourse shifted, the opinions of Swedes on 

newcomers changed to a more negative narrative as well.49 The researchers Hellström 

and Bevelander describes the change within the public and political spheres:  

 
39 Holloway, and Leach, “Public Narratives and Attitudes towards Refugees and Other Migrants. Sweden 

Country Profile,” 4-5. 
40 Skodo, “Sweden.” 
41 Anders Hellström, and Pieter Bevelander, “Pro- and Anti Migrant Mobilizations in Polarized Sweden” 

in The refugee reception crisis in anti-immigrant times: Polarization of the public opinion, local 

mobilizations and reception practices in Europe (ULB Press, 2019), 82. 
42 Hellström, and Bevelander, “Pro- and Anti Migrant Mobilizations in Polarized Sweden,” 82. 
43 Ibid., 82. 
44 Holloway, and Leach, “Public Narratives and Attitudes towards Refugees and Other Migrants. Sweden 

Country Profile,” 4. 
45 Skodo, “Sweden.” 
46 Ibid. 
47 Hellström, and Bevelander, “Pro- and Anti Migrant Mobilizations in Polarized Sweden,” 75. 
48 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 96, 98. 
49 Holloway, and Leach, “Public Narratives and Attitudes towards Refugees and Other Migrants. Sweden 

Country Profile,” 7.  
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Popular attitudes also shifted from the extensive willingness shared by a 

majority of Swedes singing a chorus of “refugees welcome” to calls for 

burden-sharing and fears of a system collapse. In public debate, mainstream 

actors began to employ a rhetoric once considered extreme but now thought 

of as commonsensical.50 

 

Attitudes towards immigration changed. Negative opinions on refugees and migrants 

used to be rare and were only part of the far-right political party’s discourse but were then 

spread to numerous parties and people. 

Additionally, the point of view of religious institutions was also displayed during the 

refugee crisis. For instance, the Church of Sweden and many mosques were involved in 

the support for newcomers.51 In particular, help from churches and parishes was 

substantial.52 For more than fifty years, the Church of Sweden has been involved in the 

refugee cause.53 In order to explain the work of the Church of Sweden during the refugee 

crisis, what better way than to illustrate with the interviews of the informant who is called 

“Maja” for anonymity purposes and Inger Awenlöf, who both worked for the Church of 

Sweden in 2015-2016, respectively as a priest and a deacon. Indeed, several of the 

informants worked for the Church of Sweden during the refugee crisis (and still work 

there nowadays) and it is therefore relevant to assess the involvement of the Church 

during the refugee crisis, through their experiences.  Both women gave examples of 

activities that were organized by the Church of Sweden for newcomers during the refugee 

crisis. For instance, Maja explained that workshops were created for women who recently 

arrived in Sweden, in which they received advice on how to get integrated in Sweden, to 

raise their children and on healthcare. Moreover, inter-faith meetings would occur 

between the parish and the mosque in order to get to know one another. While Inger 

Awenlöf mentioned the organization of language cafes where newcomers received direct 

help and a space to meet. She made a striking comment which illustrated the increase of 

newcomers in Sweden during the refugee crisis. Indeed, the language cafes went from 40 

to 200 participants. Overall, 82% of the pastorates and parishes of the Church of Sweden 

 
50 Hellström, and Bevelander, “Pro- and Anti Migrant Mobilizations in Polarized Sweden,” 83. 
51 Ibid., 90. 
52 Jochen Kleres, “Emotions in the Crisis: Mobilising for Refugees in Germany and Sweden,” in Solidarity 

Mobilizations in the ‘Refugee Crisis,’ ed. Donatella della Porta (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 

2018), 212. 
53 Hellström, and Pieter Bevelander, “Pro- and Anti Migrant Mobilizations in Polarized Sweden,” 89. 
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carried out activities for asylum-seekers and newcomers between autumn 2015 and 

October 2016, with 37,500 participants taking part per month.54 

As it is demonstrated, immigration to Sweden and in particular during the refugee crisis 

is a key aspect of this master thesis. But a particular perspective on immigration relates 

to gender ratios. Indeed, statistics assess that the percentage of male asylum-seekers was 

considerably higher than the percentage of females in 2015.55 For this reason, gender 

equality is another significant component to look at.  

 

2.4. Gender equality  

Sweden puts the equality of people on a pedestal, in particular the equality between men 

and women. The gender equality in Sweden is portrayed by researchers as a mythical 

mantra,56 a central cultural notion, and an inherent part of the Swedish welfare model.57 

Since the 20th century, equality has been considered a key value in Scandinavia and 

especially in Sweden and its development is reviewed in much research.58 Gender 

equality began to hold a political salience in the 1970s, at first with regards to the 

participation of women and men in the labor market,59 then the change from maternity 

leave to parental leave in 1972 which gave the opportunity to fathers to be on leave.60 

Twenty years later, in the 1990s, gender equality became a core value in politics, in 

foreign policy particularly, and in the society (Aggestam, and Bergman-Rosamond, 2016; 

Jezierska, and Towns, 2018). In the same decade, the UN women’s conference conferred 

the title of the most gender equal state to Sweden in 1995.61 In the 2000s and 2010s, 

Sweden displayed the “success of state feminism.”62 Today, gender equality is still very 

 
54 Kristina Hellqvist, and Andreas Sandberg, A Time of Encounters. The Work with Asylum Seekers and 

New Arrivals in the Parishes of the Church of Sweden 2015-2016 (Svenska Kyrkan, 2017), 23, 27. 
55 “Applications for Asylum Received, 2015.” 
56 Martinsson, Griffin, and Nygren, “Introduction,” 3. 
57 Milena Sunnus, “Swedish Euroscepticism: democracy, sovereignty and welfare,” in “Euroscepticism: 

Party Politics, National Identity and European Integration,” European Studies 20 (2004): 200-201. 
58 Anette Borchorst, and Birte Siim, “Woman-Friendly Policies and State Feminism: Theorizing 

Scandinavian Gender Equality,” Feminist Theory 9, no. 2 (August 1, 2008): 207, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700108090411. 
59 Erica Righard, Henrik Emilsson, and Tina Gudrun Jensen, Gender Dynamics across Reception and 

Integration in Sweden (Malmö University, 2020), 2, https://www.glimer.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2020/06/WP6-Report-Sweden.pdf. 
60 Katarzyna Jezierska, and Ann Towns, “Taming Feminism? The Place of Gender Equality in the 

‘Progressive Sweden’ Brand,” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy (February 2018): 6. 
61 Ibid., 5. 
62 Borchorst, and Siim, “Woman-Friendly Policies and State Feminism,” 219.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700108090411
https://www.glimer.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/WP6-Report-Sweden.pdf
https://www.glimer.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/WP6-Report-Sweden.pdf
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present in politics as the current government describes itself as the “first feminist 

government in the world.”63 For several decades, gender equality has been at the heart of 

Swedish politics and society. 
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3. Conceptual framework 

3.1. General working definition of central phenomenon  

In order to understand the central phenomenon, the three main characteristics 

“newcomers,” “Swedish women,” “refugee crisis,” and other additional concepts need to 

be properly defined and explained. The term “newcomers” refers to all types of people 

who recently arrived in Sweden.64 As Amnesty International outlines, migrants, asylum-

seekers and refugees have one common feature, they are “on the move” and “have left 

their countries and have crossed borders.”65 Immigrants are therefore included in the term 

“newcomers” as they move to a different country to live there.66  

Furthermore, it is interesting to understand and differentiate the different terms that are 

used to identify people on the move other than “newcomers,” for instance “immigrants,” 

“migrants,” “refugees” and “asylum-seekers.” The main definitions are taken from the 

key migration terms listed by the International Organization for Migration (IOM). 

Immigrants represent individuals who, from the perspective of the country of arrival, 

move from their country of origin, or the country where they usually reside, to another 

country, the country of arrival, which becomes their country of residence.67 While 

migrants are defined as individuals who move from their place of residence to another, 

within or outside the country. In contrary to immigrants, migrants can move to another 

country temporarily.68 Nonetheless, the IOM outlines that the term “migrants” has not 

been clearly defined under international law.69 Furthermore, a debate has developed 

around the use of “migrants.” Indeed, the neutral description of “migrants” is contested 

by some media, Al Jazeera English in particular which declares that the term dehumanizes 

people and should be replaced by “refugees.”70 Refugees are defined by IOM as fitting 

into the criteria for benefitting from the protection of the United Nations.71 The criteria 

 
64 “Newcomer,” Cambridge Dictionary, accessed July 1, 2021, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/newcomer. 
65 “Refugees, Asylum-Seekers and Migrants,” Amnesty International, accessed July 1, 2021, 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/refugees-asylum-seekers-and-migrants/. 
66 “Immigrant,” Cambridge Dictionary, accessed July 1, 2021, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/immigrant. 
67 “Key Migration Terms,” International Organization for Migration (IOM), last modified January 14, 2015, 

https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms. 
68 Ibid.  
69 Ibid. 
70 Adam Taylor, “Is It Time to Ditch the Word ‘Migrant’?” Washington Post, August 24, 2015, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2015/08/24/is-it-time-to-ditch-the-word-migrant/. 
71 IOM, “Key Migration Terms.”  
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are made clear in the 1951 Refugee Convention and in its 1967 Protocol.72 According to 

the UN Convention, a refugee is:  

someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing 

to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.73 

 

The 1967 Protocol recognizes all persons fleeing from persecution, with no time 

limitations.74 While asylum-seekers are seeking protection and for that they must submit 

a claim in the country in which they wish to be protected. When the claim is accepted, 

asylum-seekers are considered refugees.75 

Consequently, for the purpose of this study, “newcomers” is the most often used to 

describe the men who have come to Sweden and are affiliated with the large-scale arrivals 

that have happened since the 2015 refugee crisis. The other terms are used a few times as 

well when appropriate and when used by the informant herself.  

As for the term “Swedish women” in the present study, it includes Swedish female 

citizens, except for one interviewee who is not a Swedish citizen but had lived in Sweden 

during six years and worked for Médecins Sans Frontières Sweden at the time of the 

refugee crisis. Moreover, the refugee crisis which frames the studied time period, is 

chosen for its importance with regards to immigration. Indeed, in 2015, more than 1.3 

million people sought asylum in Europe, which was a much higher number than in 

previous years.76 More specifically, Sweden was among the countries with the highest 

percentage of asylum-seekers per capita in the world in 2015.77 Furthermore, there is a 

debate around the use of the “Euro-centric” term “refugee crisis.” 78 During my 

interviews, my definition of the word and how I use it evolved. Several women 

emphasized it as a “so-called refugee crisis” and did not particularly agree with the term 

 
72 “The 1951 Refugee Convention,” UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, accessed July 5, 2021, 

https://www.unhcr.org/1951-refugee-convention.html. 
73 “Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees,” UNHCR The UN Refugee Agency, 3. 

Last modified December 2010, https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10. 
74 Ibid., 2. 
75 IOM, “Key Migration Terms.”  
76 “Europe’s Asylum Seekers Did Not Equally Disperse across Countries,” Pew Research Center’s Global 

Attitudes Project (blog), August 2, 2016, https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/08/02/number-of-
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77 Brljavac, “Refugee Crisis in Europe,” 97. 
78 Simone Scarpa, and Carl-Ulrik Schierup, “Who Undermines the Welfare State? Austerity-Dogmatism 

and the U-Turn in Swedish Asylum Policy,” Social Inclusion 6, no. 1 (2018): 199. 
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used to describe this period of time. With my previous knowledge on the aforesaid period, 

I believe it was not only a crisis of refugees but a crisis of Europe, the EU and its member-

states and thus not only directed towards the people moving.79 Therefore, I use the term 

“refugee crisis” because it is the term commonly used to describe this period but I use 

“so-called refugee crisis” as well according to the context. 

 

3.2. Studies that have addressed the problem and deficiencies 

The perception of male newcomers by Swedish women is partially addressed in previous 

studies. The key aspects that characterize the present research have all been studied, 

however their studies are not interconnected. Despite that those research on immigration 

in Sweden, refugee crisis in Sweden, male newcomers, gender equality, gender 

perspective outlined by immigration, Swedish identity and values, Swedish citizenship 

are not necessarily associated to one another, they give sufficient knowledge to 

understand the relations between the main characteristics. 

There is much research available on the progression of immigration to Sweden and 

Swedish migration policies over the years. Karin Borevi examines the progression of 

multiculturalism, linked to immigration, in the Swedish legislation, from its emergence 

in the 1960s to the 2010s.80 Then the refugee crisis, which can be defined as the climax 

of immigration to Sweden, is  researched as well. During the refugee crisis, a considerable 

number of actions were taken by Sweden. As mentioned earlier in the contextual 

framework, Sweden welcomed thousands of refugees in 2015, more per capita than any 

other EU member-states, but was however criticized for those actions in favor of refugees, 

and later changed its policies to more restrictive ones. This point of view is addressed by 

much research (Brljavac, 2017; Krzyżanowski, 2018; Skodo, 2018; Ericson, 2018). 

Furthermore, researchers have specifically looked at the refugees themselves and the 

reactions of the Swedish population to their arrival (Hellström, and Bevelander, 2019; 

Holloway, and Leach, 2020). In particular, there are studies on male newcomers who 

arrive in Sweden and the difficulties they face (Herz, 2008; Rothstein, 2011). 

Nevertheless, no studies are found on Swedish women and how they have been affected 

 
79 Niemann, and Zaun, “EU refugee policies and politics in times of crisis,” 1. 
80 Borevi, “The Political Dynamics of Multiculturalism in Sweden.”  
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by the arrival of male newcomers. The relationship between Swedish women and male 

newcomers is all the more interesting because gender has a significant role in the Swedish 

society. Indeed, within the Swedish framework, identity and policies, gender equality is 

proved to hold an important place (Sunnus, 2004; Borchorst and Siim, 2008; Righard, 

Emilsson, and Jensen, 2020; Martinsson, Griffin and Nygren, 2016; Aggestam and 

Bergman-Rosamond, 2016; Jezierska and Towns, 2018). Moreover, gender is 

investigated in parallel with immigration and the refugee crisis in Sweden. Gender 

equality and immigration to Sweden (potentially leading to sexual violence) are clearly 

associated in research, whether they have a strong causal relationship or not (Siim, 2013; 

Righard, Emilsson and Jensen, 2020). In particular, the researcher Emil Edenborg studies 

migrants’ sexual violence in Sweden and how it has disturbed gender equality and gender 

practices.81  

Furthermore, it is important to study the Swedish perspective in general, with regards to 

citizenship, identity, values in order to understand the Swedish context. Much research 

assesses a progression in the principles leading to Swedish citizenship (Fernández, 2019; 

Holloway and Leach, 2020). With regards to the Swedish identity and values, the research 

made by Åke Daun in Swedish Mentality (1996) and Susan Sontag in A Letter from 

Sweden (1969) are influential. Despite that those works have been written several decades 

ago, their contents are still essential to the research of Swedish identity and values today.  

Nonetheless, specific research on Swedish women’s points of view on the arrival of male 

migrants, of sexual violence by migrants, of gender equality or of their Swedish identity 

are not found. Women’s viewpoints are essential in order to fully understand the issue 

raised on immigration in Sweden. Furthermore, women are the most concerned with 

regards to migrants’ sexual violence, as the researcher Emil Edenborg highlights. 

Moreover, no research is found on the Swedish sense of belonging either. 

For this reason, the present study remedies the gaps found in the existing scholarship and 

provides original data. It is relevant to focus on Swedish female active citizens, who lived 

and experienced the rise of immigration to Sweden during the refugee crisis (thus the 

arrival of male newcomers) and of political and public questions on that matter. Their 

 
81 Emil Edenborg, “Endangered Swedish Values: Immigration, Gender Equality, and “Migrants’ Sexual 

Violence” in Nostalgia and Hope: Intersections between Politics of Culture, Welfare, and Migration in 

Europe (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2020.) 
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points of view have not yet been precisely exposed. The analysis of those women’s 

discourses, who hold an opinion on topical events, brings a research perspective that is 

concrete and pertinent in the contemporary world. The debate on immigration, enhanced 

by the 2015 refugee crisis, is still currently addressed. Through interviews with several 

Swedish women, their opinions on the arrival of male newcomers to their country since 

the 2015 refugee crisis are investigated. Their opinions are put in parallel with their 

understanding of other Swedish aspects, for instance their Swedish identity, Swedish 

citizenship and Swedish sense of belonging. Therefore, those interviews bring a new 

perspective and fill the gap in the current research. 

 

3.3. Clash between immigration and gender equality  

As outlined in the contextual framework, immigration and gender equality are two 

important aspects of the present study and they need to be understood in relation to one 

another. Some researchers believe those two components cannot function together 

whereas others say they are a strong combination. Birte Siim puts in comparison those 

researchers and their theories. Susan Moller Okin believes that “multiculturalism [linked 

to migration] cannot be defended as a strategy to achieve gender equality and improve 

women’s rights.”82 Whereas, Will Kymlicka assesses “that feminism and 

multiculturalism are potential allies” for more inclusivity.83 Nira Yuval-Davis is between 

those two opposite opinions and determines that a relationship between gender equality 

and migration varies depending on time and space.84  

 

3.3.1. Gender inequality in integration 

Gender inequality is observed in the integration of newcomers in Sweden. Indeed, the 

political scientist Bo Rothstein argues that male newcomers, being far more numerous, 

encounter more difficulties than females in their integration into their host society.85 He 

coins the term of “doubly rejected” (dubbelt ratade,) men with immigrant background 

 
82 Siim, “Gender, Diversity and Migration,” 619. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid., 620. 
85 This research was shared with me by one of my informants, thank you to her. 
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have difficulties in finding a job and in finding a partner (since women tend to choose 

men with higher education than themselves).86 Moreover, Bo Rothstein assesses that 

young immigrant men often experience exclusion, frustration and lack of respect, and that 

they are more prone to violence than their female counterpart, because of the difficulties 

mentioned.87 Therefore, immigration can potentially endanger the Swedish society and at 

the same time gender equality.  

 

3.3.2. Immigration: a threat to the Swedish society and gender equality? 

The researcher Birte Siim claims that gender equality and the “accommodation of 

religious and cultural diversity” can clash and be difficult to maintain simultaneously.88 

With the refugee crisis and the large-scale immigration of male newcomers to Sweden, a 

debate takes hold within the Swedish society. Indeed, unaccompanied young men are 

portrayed as a threat.89 They are perceived as such in view of their gender attitudes, which 

can differ from the perspective on gender equality and sexuality in a Western country like 

Sweden.90 The image of the man from the “East” as dangerous is made evident in neo-

orientalism and has been brought up during the refugee crisis. Neo-orientalism reinvents 

the original concept of orientalism, developed by Edward Said in 1978.91 Orientalism is 

a discourse built on the dichotomy between “us” and “them,” the Western and the Eastern 

part of the world, the superior and the inferior.92 The researcher Maria Kenti Kranidoti 

shows that a neo-oriental discourse has developed since the 2015 refugee crisis. The neo-

oriental discourse displays migrants and asylum-seekers coming to Europe as “unwanted 

invaders,” “deviant,” and “uncivilized.”93  
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Consequently, male newcomers who have difficulties to integrate, may disturb the 

Swedish society. Xenophobic discourses are shared on those men sexually harassing 

women and who are therefore not capable to integrate in the allegedly most gender equal 

country.94 Indeed, as already outlined in the introduction, sexual assaults by young 

immigrants, during the music festival We Are Sthlm in 2014 and 2015, were exposed in 

2016.95 Moreover, the researcher Emil Edenborg examines the way in which “the 

discursive function of the “migrants’ sexual violence trope in the Swedish public sphere” 

has been more and more present.96 In several of his works, he brings a gender perspective 

on different issues within Sweden. To be more precise, he conducts research on migrants’ 

sexual violence within the perspective of gender equality and gendered practices in 

Sweden. He demonstrates that gender equality holds a significant role within Sweden and 

is perceived as an inherent Swedish value. He assesses that gender equality was rather 

enhanced in the public and political debate in Sweden during the 2015 refugee crisis and 

its related incidents. He examines the understanding of sexual violence as a cultural and 

ethnic issue in two of his research articles. He outlines a patriarchal practice of Eastern 

migrants and refugees, which is depicted as an “un-Swedish value”, therefore in 

opposition to and endangering Swedish values, one of them being gender equality.97  

Furthermore, the political scientist Bo Rothstein makes an interesting remark and outlines 

that it is immigrant young men who commit crimes, in this case gang-related shootings, 

and not immigrant young women.98 Additionally, Valerie Hudson, a political scientist 

writes on “Europe’s man problem,” published in the political journal Politico in January 

2016. She explains that there are reasons for concern due to the skewed ratio of more 

male newcomers than females. She takes the example of Sweden. She states that male-

dominated societies are more prone to “violence, insurgence and mistreatment of 

women.” Furthermore, she makes the remark that young immigrant men have difficulties 

to get integrated.99 Overall, gender equality and immigration need to be put in 

conversation with the other important concepts of this thesis, which are Swedish identity 

and Swedish citizenship. 

 
94 Ericson, “‘Sweden Has Been Naïve’,” 95. 
95 “Swedish police probe ‘cover-up of migrant sex assaults’.” 
96 Edenborg, “Endangered Swedish Values,” 102. 
97 Ibid., 103. 
98 Bo Rothstein, “Invandrarpojkarna borde vara i fokus | SvD Debatt,” Svenska Dagbladet, March 25, 2015, 

https://www.svd.se/invandrarpojkarna-borde-vara-i-fokus. 
99 Valerie Hudson, “Europe’s Man Problem,” POLITICO, January 6, 2016, 

https://www.politico.eu/article/europes-man-problem/. 

https://www.svd.se/invandrarpojkarna-borde-vara-i-fokus
https://www.politico.eu/article/europes-man-problem/
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3.4. Swedish identity and Swedish citizenship  

Moreover, gender equality and immigration need to be put in conversation with Swedish 

identity and citizenship, more specifically of Swedish females and therefore include 

Swedish identity, Swedish values and citizenship legislation. 

 

3.4.1. Swedish identity 

Åke Daun and Susan Sontag both explore the concept of Swedishness, Swedish values, 

identity and culture in a similar way. Therefore their points of view are put in parallel. 

They both mention that Swedes generally do not like conflict and for this reason often 

refrain from arguing or even from sharing their opinion. Swedes usually strictly reject 

violence or any type of aggressiveness as well. For this reason, their country has stayed 

out of conflicts and is perceived as peaceful. This official neutrality that Sweden shows 

in its foreign affairs is also demonstrated by Swedes as individuals, who tend to not 

hypothesize and stay close to the fact. Furthermore, the country is presented as a modern 

country and advanced in its development. The advancements led by Sweden are taken as 

examples by other countries. Another core value of the country is equality and particularly 

gender equality as mentioned earlier. Susan Sontag argues that the country is “tolerant” 

and “humanely managed” as those who live in Sweden are helped to not fall below a 

certain poverty line.100 With regards to the identity and values of Swedes, Åke Daun 

assesses that Swedes are rather private persons who can seem cold because they do not 

share their feelings.101 

 

3.4.2. Swedish citizenship 

In order to understand what Swedish citizenship encompasses, it is essential to determine 

the criteria on which Swedish citizenship is granted and consequently how a person is 

recognized as a Swedish citizen. There are several requirements in order to be granted the 

 
100 Susan Sontag, “A Letter from Sweden,” Ramparts 8, no.1, July 1969, 34-35. 
101 Åke Daun, “Relations,” in Swedish Mentality, (University Park Pa: Pennsylvania State Univ. Press, 

1996), 105. 
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Swedish citizenship, which can seem more lenient than other countries. The researchers 

Holloway and Leach gather the following criteria: 

an individual must be able to prove their identity; be 18 or older; have a 

permanent residence permit, right of residence or residence card; have lived 

in Sweden for a continuous period of five years; and have conducted 

themselves well while in the country.102 

 

Furthermore, no language and citizenship tests are conducted or required in order to 

receive the citizenship. As quoted, an individual needs to permanently reside in Sweden 

for five years to receive Swedish citizenship. This period however changes according to 

one’s status. Indeed, stateless individuals can apply for Swedish citizenship after three 

years and refugees after four years.103 

Aside from the criteria in order to be granted Swedish citizenship, citizenship 

implies a form of shared values, actions and identity. Indeed, attachment to Swedish 

citizenship follows “a sense of community” and of “loyalty, obedience and 

adaptation” to Sweden, and a “shared identity.”104 There are several conditions in 

the interest of being well integrated as a Swedish citizen and to be recognized as 

such, according to the researcher Christian Fernández:  

to become a contributing and functional member of the welfare state; one who 

works, pays taxes, and more generally adapts to the common ethos of an 

industrious, ‘Lutheran’ society of self-sustaining men and women.105 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
102 Holloway, and Leach, “Public Narratives and Attitudes towards Refugees and Other Migrants. Sweden 

Country Profile,” 4. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Christian Fernández, “The Unbearable Lightness of Being Swedish? On the Ideological Thinness of a 

Liberal Citizenship Regime,” Ethnicities 19, no. 4 (August 1, 2019): 675, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796819843531. 
105 Ibid., 679. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796819843531
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4. Methodology and Ethical Considerations 

Finding the topic of the present study required a long process, combining my interests, 

the existing literature on the topic and the research gap found in it. My research interests 

were multiculturalism, immigration and, as I studied in Uppsala University before, 

Sweden was a particular interest of mine as well. After generating several ideas and in 

consultation with my supervisors, we identified Sweden as a suitable case study, as it had 

been a country of immigration for decades and its multiculturalism has developed over 

the years. After reflection, the gender perspective on migration in Sweden was chosen, 

gender equality being at the heart of the Swedish society and politics. Furthermore, the 

Swedish government was called into question during the refugee crisis because the 

country welcomed thousands of refugees. Moreover, gender difference has been part of 

the migration discussion since 2015.  

This particular perspective and course of events fed my personal interest. An inquiry into 

the existing literature in the research field determined a gap in the scholarship (explained 

in the previous chapter on the conceptual framework) and therefore drew my attention 

towards immigration to Sweden, in particular through a gender perspective which 

examines the viewpoints of Swedish women with regards to male newcomers who arrived 

in Sweden during the refugee crisis. 

 

4.1. Methodological choices and justification 

Grounded theory is commonly used in social science. In the case of the present study, it 

was used in order to deal with the following research question: “How do socially engaged 

Swedish women reflect on male newcomers who have arrived in Sweden during and after 

the 2015 refugee crisis and how do those women assess the impact of those new arrivals 

on themselves and on society?” 

Indeed, researchers determine that grounded theory is applied when an important issue 

which may touch people’s lives106 does not have enough existing theory107 (Mills et al., 

 
106 Jane Mills, Ann Bonner, and Karen Francis, “The Development of Constructivist Grounded Theory,” 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods 5, no. 1 (2006): 26. 
107 Cathy Urquhart, “Research Design Using GTM,” in Grounded Theory for Qualitative Research: A 

Practical Guide (Sage, 2012), 14. 
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2006; Urquhart, 2012). The researcher Cathy Urquhart explains as well that grounded 

theory is used “to build a theory.”108 In the case of the present study, the large-scale 

immigration to Sweden impacted the Swedish population. Additionally, no research is 

found on how male newcomers who have come to Sweden since the refugee crisis are 

perceived and understood by Swedish women. This gap in research was explained in 

detail in the conceptual framework. Due to this gap, existing theories on the topic could 

not be tested and building my own theory was the most suitable choice for this study. 

Through grounded theory, eight themes were generated, which are further detailed in the 

4th sub-chapter on the application of the grounded theory. 

Within grounded theory, an interpretive design with a constructivist approach was used 

for my master thesis. The researcher Cathy Urquhart quotes the research of Walsham 

(1995) to explain what interpretivism means. There are four points that construct 

interpretivism:  

1. development of concepts. 

2. generation of theory. 

3. drawing of specific implications (for particular domains of action, which 

may provide useful information for other related contexts). 

4. contribution to rich insight.109 

Within the interpretivist design of grounded theory, a constructivist approach worked well 

for the topic of the master thesis and the related research question. Indeed, by 

constructivism, the research intends to generate a theory, to frame and to understand the 

informants’ meanings.110 

The research question follows this constructivist approach. Through the investigation on 

“how do women reflect and assess,” I inspect how male newcomers have been framed by 

Swedish women and how those women have shaped their opinions on how men’s arrival 

has influenced them and their country. This approach is used in order to find out how this 

gender and power relationship s interpreted by Swedish women and if they identify a 

 
108 Urquhart, “Research Design Using GTM,” 14. 
109 Ibid., 13. 
110 Senka Neuman Stanivukovic, course on methodology at the University of Groningen, September 18, 

2020. 
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causality on their identity and citizenship. The approach considers how “powerful” 

Swedish women make sense of the arrival of “powerless” male newcomers. 

In order to answer the research question and to structure the present study, the background 

and the focus of the research need to be clarified.  The background of my research was 

conducted through literature research in the contextual and conceptual frameworks and 

in the analysis and interpretation of the material. The contextual and conceptual 

frameworks involved the analysis of historical events of Sweden and literature reviews 

on the main theories on immigration, gender equality, refugee crisis and Swedish identity 

in Sweden. The analysis and interpretation of the interviews, which is the focus of the 

research, were supported by existing theories. This analysis consequently filled a research 

gap on how women, usually perceived as the victims and here seen powerful natives, 

make sense of the arrival of the male foreigners who are in this case in a position of 

weakness. Indeed, this particular gender perspective had not been researched yet and 

therefore Swedish women were not been given the space to share their thoughts on the 

arrival of male newcomers to their home country and if it impacted them.  

In order to investigate this research problem, field research and in particular semi-

structured interviews were conducted. This qualitative method is relevant for this research 

and has strong points. Small scale interviews can be analyzed in more detail and therefore 

give a meticulous understanding of the portrayal of male newcomers who arrived during 

the so-called refugee crisis to Sweden, by Swedish female active citizens (Pickering, 

2008; Creswell, 2013). Open-ended questions were asked to the informants. Through in-

depth interviews, I brought original and new data. I built my own theories and the research 

gap aforementioned was filled.   

 

4.2. Contact with the informants and interview setting  

The informants were chosen according to multiple criteria. They were Swedish women 

who lived in Sweden during the refugee crisis and potentially held a relevant opinion or 

experience on the refugee crisis and the arrival of male newcomers to Sweden. Among 

the informants, one woman was Greek but lived in Sweden during six years, some of 

which during the refugee crisis. The informants had worked with refugees, helped 

refugees, welcomed unaccompanied minors, worked for the Church of Sweden and 
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studied a significant research perspective on the matter. Their age was not taken into 

account.  

In the first instance, twenty-six potential informants were suggested by one of my 

supervisors, Brian Palmer, a social anthropologist and scholar with a wide social network 

in Sweden, who currently teaches at Uppsala University. Out of those twenty-six, nine 

accepted to be interviewed. Among those twenty-six women, some could not participate 

but however recommended to me other people. Five more women were found and 

interviewed thanks to this approach. It was rapidly determined that this set of women 

tended to be more positive about the arrival of male newcomers and that there were not 

enough differing points of view. For this reason, emails were sent to women who were 

part of Swedish political parties that were acknowledged for their disagreement with the 

Swedish exceptionalist immigration policies. Women with political affiliation were 

chosen because of their high position in their party and therefore pronounced opinion. 

Therefore, twenty-four women, who were part of the Christian Democrats and Moderates, 

Sweden Democrats political parties (women’s board or youth group of the party), were 

contacted, via emails found on the official websites of their political parties. Out of those 

twenty-four women, two women agreed to be interviewed. Nonetheless, bi-polar 

positioning within the set of informants could have put in jeopardy the analysis, however 

the viewpoints of the selected informants formed a large enough spectrum of thoughts for 

the present study. In total, sixteen women were interviewed between February and March 

2021. 

The first email sent to the potential informants (enclosed in Annex 1) was the most 

important. For the exact information to include, I referred to Research Methods for 

Cultural Studies by Michael Pickering. Through this email, I highlighted how relevant 

my research was and how valuable their points of view were for my project. This 

presentation of my research project included several information. First of all, I mentioned 

who suggested her name, Brian Palmer or a potential informant, in order for her to 

understand how I got her email address. When the email address was found online (for 

those who were part of political parties that tended to hold critical views on immigration), 

I did not explain it in this first presentation email. Nevertheless, those who were interested 

in participating asked me later how I found their email addresses and the reasons for 

contacting them personally. Then, I introduced myself and what my research entailed. 
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For the presentation of my research to the women who could be more critical about 

immigration, I added one sentence emphasizing the fact that the arrival of male 

newcomers was “overwhelming.” Later in the email, I presented my plan for the interview 

with the average duration of the interview and in which way it could be conducted, online 

or face-to-face with COVID-19 precautions. I suggested the anonymity if they wanted as 

well. Furthermore, I asked them to reach out to me if they were willing to participate 

and/or if they had any other question. Finally, I emphasized that their opinion would be 

extremely valuable for my master thesis.  

In total, I talked to sixteen women, although one of them was a researcher who suggested 

me research articles to read and was therefore not interviewed. Fourteen out of the fifteen 

interviews were conducted online, on Zoom because of the COVID-19 restrictions, where 

they live or for practical reasons. I only met in person one interviewee, Sister Karin, who 

lived in a convent near Uppsala. On average, each interview lasted between thirty minutes 

and an hour. For further information on the interviewing process, the timeline of the 

process and a table referencing each interviewee can be found in Annex 2 and 3. 

Women might have accepted to be interviewed for several reasons. As mentioned before, 

several of the women were contacted because they were acquaintances and colleagues of 

one of my supervisors. Potential informants recommended me or suggested me to contact 

other women, therefore my name was associated to them. Some women may have 

accepted my request of interview because they trusted my supervisor or the woman she 

knew and had the guarantee that my project was legitimate and done in good faith. 

Furthermore, as I am French, I believe I had an outside perspective on the topic of my 

master thesis and I had a position of observer rather than judge, which can be a reason 

why some women were more open to talk to me. In relation to the topic of the present 

study, which is still an ongoing debate within the Swedish society, being an outside 

researcher potentially refrained the interviews from potential tensions and offered a 

dynamic without prejudices. 

 

4.3. Design and objectives of the interview 

The objectives of the interviews were made clear in the preliminary research conducted 

before February 2021. First of all, the way male newcomers were seen and understood 
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needed to be investigated. In parallel to this main objective, the women’s thinking and 

understanding of different concepts were to be analyzed. It was particularly relevant to 

inspect the influence of a third party such as the media or political party. Moreover, an 

emphasis was put on a coherent understanding of the women’s own Swedishness, own 

citizenship (e.g. activity, sense of belonging, their rights, their values, their identity as 

Swedes, participation in their community, organization, political party) and the 

relationship between their identity and the refugee crisis and arrival of male newcomers, 

all within a gender perspective. Overall, the positionality of the informants needed to be 

determined with regards to the main topic of this master thesis.  

According to the objectives presented previously, the design of a model interview was 

created. The model interview was rather unstructured as it was built on open-ended 

questions, which order followed the personal involvement of the informants for each 

topic. The model was then accepted by the supervisors and is presented in Annex 4. This 

model was used during the interviews that were conducted between February and March 

2021. The questions were used to guide the interview, however, every question was not 

necessarily asked. That depended on the potential relevance for the particular informant 

and according to the time granted for the interview. Nonetheless, each woman was asked 

the same first two questions in order to begin the interview. General questions on their 

memories of autumn 2015 with the welcoming of refugees to Sweden and later the shift 

to a more restrictive immigration opened the discussion.  

Moreover, it is important to point out again that this study offers a qualitative perspective. 

The informants held particular position on the topic and all reflected differently on the 

arrival of male newcomers in Sweden since the refugee crisis and how it might have 

impacted them and the Swedish society in general. They highlighted the same or different 

aspects for the same or different reasons, which deeply outlines the complexity of the 

present research. Several women also steered me away from the initial focus on male 

newcomers and discussed female newcomers and newcomers in general. They did not 

believe the skewed ratio (of more male newcomers than females) was a danger to the 

society, for several reasons discussed later. This complex study was difficult to generalize 

and consequently did not attempt to show a representative opinion of the whole category 

of “Swedish women.” In spite of a small sample of informants, the study still showed the 

density and complexity of the issue at end. Nonetheless, the elements collected for this 

master thesis can still be used as a starting point for further research. 
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Immediately after each interview I transcribed it in full. In this way, I could reflect on the 

interview and create other questions for following interviews, based on each discussion. 

For more clarity, repetitions of words and pauses were left out in the master thesis. In 

total, more than hundred pages (75,166 words) of transcripts were gathered.  

 

4.4. Application of the grounded theory 

After the interviews were conducted, the material was coded in three steps through an 

intuitive process. Despite that the interpretation was intuitive, it was still grounded in my 

previous knowledge, i.e. knowledge on the research question, sub-questions and 

theoretical framework.111 

The steps of the coding were taken from the researcher W. Lawrence Neuman. The first 

one was open coding, which determined the abstract concepts in the data and read them 

in parallel with the specific details of each interview.112 When relations were created 

between concepts and details, themes were therefore created.113 The second step, axial 

coding, developed the analytic categories and codes were organized and linked between 

one another.114 The third and last step was selective coding. The interview data and the 

codes were examined in order to look for the most relevant quotes that could support the 

themes.115  

After the initial coding process (found in Annex 5), nine themes were identified, with 

codes and sub-codes. Nonetheless, the process was done a second time, in which themes, 

codes and sub-codes were revised. Indeed, after the first coding process, I discussed with 

my supervisors and we decided to revise the themes, codes and sub-codes due to them 

being rather extensive. We determined together the opinions that needed to be explored 

in the thesis.  My supervisor Brian Palmer especially guided me as he followed my project 

very closely. Consequently, the chosen opinions already pertained to themes and codes 

built in the first coding process. Each theme had a section and was structured under the 

 
111 Eva Magnusson, and Jeanne Marecek, Doing Interview-based qualitative research: A learner’s guide 
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form of a question. For each theme, I decided to use two or three quotes from different 

interviews and of different viewpoints. The eight themes each distinctly answered the 

main research question, with a different perspective. The selected themes interpreted the 

memories of Swedish women on the refugee crisis, its management and, therefore the 

large-scale immigration of male newcomers to Sweden. Their thoughts on the adaptability 

and integrity of male newcomers within the Swedish society were assessed as well. 

Additionally, the attentions and feelings that the informants expressed towards male 

newcomers were raised.  Finally, the informants assessed the possible impact of the 

arrival of male newcomers on them and the Swedish society. 

In order to conduct the analysis and interpretation of the study, an inductive approach was 

used, which meant that the interviews and the chosen quotes were at the front of the 

analysis. The interviews were the primary material and were supported with theories. 

Those theories were only found through reliable sources, i.e. well-known newspapers, 

EU affiliated websites, NGOs, research articles published in journal articles and peer-

reviewed, scholarship acknowledged by my supervisors.116 The material and therefore its 

analysis did not test a theory or hypothesis but tried to make sense of the positions of the 

informants.  

 

4.5. Ethical considerations 

The process required many ethical considerations, which were already made evident in 

the previous sections. I applied several recommendations made by researchers on how to 

approach field work. The individual had to be fully informed on the research project.117 

For this reason, the first email included the necessary information on the procedure and 

my contacts.118 A voluntary consent for participation, for recording and keeping the 

recording was essential as well.119 It was requested in the first email of presentation, 

before I started recording the interview and after the interview. At the end of the 

interview, I asked the informant if she wanted her name included in the study or if she 

 
116 Kristin Luker, “Data Reduction and Analysis,” in Salsa dancing into the social sciences (Harvard 

University Press, 2009). 
117 Aeron Davis, “Investigating Cultural Producers,” in Research Methods for Cultural Studies, ed. Michael 
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wanted her identity to be protected through confidentiality.120 If she opted for the second 

choice, pseudonyms for names and places were used and details that would help recognize 

the informant were deleted.121 Furthermore, for those who specifically asked, a draft of 

the transcript and/or a draft of the thesis were sent to them. 

After each interview, I reflected on it to see which questions resulted in precise answers 

and which ones needed to be reformulated. My reactions or the way I spoke were revised 

as well, in order to make the following informants more comfortable and to show them 

that I was paying close attention to their opinion. This reflection process was constructive 

and I saw an improvement in my interviewing skills over the course of the interviews.  

Furthermore, I had worries on how to deal with the few dissenting voices. Indeed, I did 

not have the opportunity to interview many women who were critical about male 

newcomers. For this reason, their points of view were often used in the “Analysis and 

Interpretation” section, in comparison to other women who tended to hold a more positive 

opinion about the matter. That put into question whether it was adequate to highlight the 

few critical voices. Nevertheless, those informants were strong and articulated women 

who stood for their ideas and viewpoints. I found it therefore acceptable to feature their 

points of view often in order to answer my research question in the most objective way 

possible. Moreover, it is important to emphasize that the findings of my master thesis 

were my own personal analysis and interpretation.  I tried to be fair in the presentation of 

the points of view of the women and tried to not be biased. Nevertheless, I acknowledged 

that what the interviewee meant could slightly differ from my own analysis and for that 

reason, I often used the verbs “suggest,” and “imply.” 

Additionally, language should be addressed. Despite the fact that for most informants, 

speaking in English was not a problem, it can still be problematized. Indeed, translation 

was involved for informants since English was not their mother tongue. Sometimes, 

informants said a word in Swedish or even German because they could not find their 

translation in English. Later during the transcription, those words were translated into 

English.  

 
120 Lee Ann Fujii, “Research Ethics 101: Dilemmas and Responsibilities,” PS: Political Science and Politics 

45, no. 4 (October 2012): 717-723. 
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Another consideration should be outlined with regards to sharing the transcripts of the 

interviews in this present study. On account of 75,000 words transcribed in more than 

sixty hours of work, it seemed reasonable to share the results. Nevertheless, my 

informants shared their experiences and points of view with me freely, but we did not 

agree on publishing their interviews in their entirety. Furthermore, as some informants 

wanted to remain anonymous, it seemed logical to only share some parts of the interviews 

that were useful in answering the main research question.   

Finally, a power relationship was outlined (and presented in the introduction) between 

Swedish women, who were in position of power, and male newcomers, who were in a 

relative position of disempowerment. Within this power relationship, the question of my 

own position as researcher needed to be asked. Indeed, I held a singular positionality as I 

am a French immigrant in Sweden with substantial access to information and institutions. 

I therefore acknowledged that I was implied in the power relationship as I, a privileged 

immigrant from Europe, spoke to women in power, from Europe as well, about men in 

disempower, from outside Europe.  
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5. Analysis and Interpretation  

5.1. How do Swedish women remember the refugee crisis in 

Sweden?  

As stated in the introduction and the contextual framework, there had been a high increase 

of newcomers during the refugee crisis in Sweden. Indeed, the number of new arrivals 

grew from 1,500 each week in summer 2015 to 10,000 per week in October 2015.122 

Consequently, it is necessary to share a social history of the refugee crisis in Sweden as 

experienced by the informants in this first theme. The latter provides a better 

understanding of the general thought on male newcomers during this period of time, 

through the following question: “How do Swedish women remember the refugee crisis in 

Sweden?” The informants chosen for this first theme share their thoughts on several 

events of the refugee crisis in a chronological order, from welcoming with open arms to 

the consequential time when the Swedish government decided to put a stop to the 

extensive immigration and implemented restrictive immigration laws that reduced the 

number of asylum seekers in Sweden. 

Sister Karin’s testimony perfectly illustrates the rise of newcomers in 2015. Sister Karin 

is the only interviewee I have had the opportunity to meet in person. She invited me to 

her convent, the Alsike Kloster, in Knivsta (17 kilometers away from Uppsala). When I 

arrived there, I discovered a typical big red Swedish house surrounded by the Alsike 

Church (Alsike Kyrka) and few annexes, with nothing else around apart from the lake 

Ekoln and the forest. After she invited me in and introduced me to some residents and 

sisters, we took a seat in the living room. During our interview, she quickly started 

explaining how the increase of newcomers during the refugee crisis had affected her 

convent. Indeed, the Alsike Kloster welcomed many families. Their house and annexes, 

which were built for twenty people, received up to sixty-five people in the autumn of 

2015. Sister Karin describes the management of the refugee crisis at the scale of her 

convent: 

People were staying everywhere here, we had 3 families staying in this house, 

in this room [the living room], one family here, one family there, and one 

family over there so there were refugees everywhere. In the garage, we had a 

family, in all those temporary houses we made for. 

 
122 Traub, “Death.” 
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The refugee crisis has affected people’s lives in host countries and their everyday life. At 

the small scale of a Swedish convent in the countryside, the way of life of nuns has been 

impacted as well, Sister Karin demonstrates. The Alsike Kloster opened its doors to many 

people to the point where it was crowded out. It is hard to imagine that three families used 

to live in this modest living room. Among the many actions carried out by the Church of 

Sweden (further explained in the contextual framework,) welcoming people into one’s 

home is one response to the wave of new arrivals that occurred when the country opened 

its borders in Autumn 2015. The number of residents in the convent increased 

simultaneously with the overall number of people coming to Sweden. Additionally, the 

decisions taken by Sister Karin and her convent show their willingness to help in a 

moment of crisis as well as the direct impact of the tolerant immigration policies of the 

country enforced at the beginning of the refugee crisis in Sweden.  

Several months later, a complete U-turn occurred when the Swedish government decided 

to tighten the immigration policies (more information was provided in the contextual 

framework). Christina (who preferred to not have her last name shared in this study) had 

first-hand experience with the restrictions implemented at that time. Christina is a Greek 

woman who lived in Sweden during several years and worked with Médecins Sans 

Frontières Sweden. She gives an account of her travel journey where she would enter the 

Swedish border from Denmark during the restrictionist period:  

Yeah I was there because they were taking [checking] me all the time. I was 

travelling with Flixbus and they were stopping me every time we were 

entering the borders from Denmark to Sweden. Everybody has to go down, 

they take our stuff, open our stuff in the offices to see [what is] inside. They 

have to check all the buses upside down, in case somebody was hiding in the 

bus. So they became very strict, extremely strict. They had to take you like to 

10 different places like it’s everything that you have on you (…) I was 

expecting to see them taking in more [refugees in Sweden] to be honest. 

 

Christina describes the process of entering Sweden from the Danish border. Indeed, 

concrete restrictions were implemented in order to check anyone who entered the country 

and therefore to prevent illegal entries. On November 21, 2015, checkpoints were 

implemented at the borders with Denmark.123 At that point, Sweden seemed to be “in a 

 
123 Maya Povrzanović Frykman, and Fanny Mäkelä, “Post-2015 Refugees Welcome Initiatives in Sweden: 
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Frykman, and Per-Markku Ristilammi (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2020), 168.  
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desperate attempt to stem the flow of migrants,” according to the journalists John Stevens 

and Gianluca Mezzofiore for the Daily Mail.124 Christina enumerates the several checking 

steps put in place, which would take her to multiple places. Furthermore, she points out 

that those regulations were too severe. Indeed, she criticizes Sweden’s restrictive laws 

and explains that she expected the country to take in more refugees. Her opinion can be 

put in parallel with the picture of Swedish immigration policies displayed by the media, 

in particular in the Daily Mail. The journalists describe the new restrictions at the border 

as the creation of Sweden’s “own ‘Berlin Wall’.”125 The restrictionist turn marks the 

diminution of the image of Sweden as being positive about immigration and Christina 

decries the tougher immigration policies put in place by the government.  

Altogether, both Sister Karin and Christina hold a positive opinion on immigration. For 

them, the refugee crisis and the arrival of thousands of people to Sweden is a time when 

help was extremely important and the welcoming of those newcomers was necessary. 

Although, the two informants express their positive outlook differently. Sister Karin has 

concretely experienced the mass-migration at the scale of her convent while Christina has 

herself experienced the restrictive policies at the Swedish border.  

In contrast, Eva Wallin, the first vice president of the women’s organization of the 

Christian Democrats holds a different opinion on immigration. Eva Wallin gives her 

opinion on the restrictions implemented by Sweden to control the immigration flow:  

Yes I thought finally they showed that they could manage to make some 

decisions. I thought they were too flat and too weak. It was like they didn’t 

dare to save our country. It was like they had found some kind of utopian idea 

that we could, everyone who wished, should be welcome in Sweden and they 

didn’t want to see any other view.  

 

Eva Wallin evokes the restrictions on immigration positively. According to her, those 

restrictive immigration policies had been long waited for. By the same token, she suggests 

that Sweden was too lenient in terms of immigration policies, to use her words “too flat 

and too weak.” She implies that Sweden did not handle the flow of new arrivals correctly 

 
124 John Stevens, and Gianluca Mezzofiore, “Sweden Launches Its Own ‘Berlin Wall’ in a Bid to Ease 

Migrant Flow,” Daily Mail, January 4, 2016, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3383612/Sweden-

launches-Berlin-Wall-Denmark-desperate-bid-halt-tide-migrant-arrivals-orders-travellers-ID-time-50-

years.html.  
125 Ibid. 
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and by doing so was endangering the country. She describes the practice of welcoming 

in her country of thousands of refugees as a utopian idea that all those who wanted to 

come to Sweden could do it. Eva Wallin’s opinion on the utopian idea of Sweden, to take 

in as many refugees as they can, is shared by many. The journalist James Traub 

determines that “that is the story of the exorbitant, and ultimately intolerable, cost that 

Sweden has paid for its unshared idealism.”126 Indeed, according to the Swedish 

Migration Agency, Sweden had the “EU’s most generous asylum laws” at the beginning 

of the crisis and then switched to “the minimum EU level.”127 Furthermore, Eva’s 

thoughts are in line with the interview published  in Dagens Nyheter on October 30, 2015, 

of the Swedish Foreign Minister at the time, Margot Wallström.128 In that article, 

Wallström points out that “most people feel that we cannot maintain a system where 

perhaps 190,000 people will arrive every year – in the long run, our system will 

collapse.”129 

In parallel to those information, Eva Wallin’s opinion conveys that the Swedish state, 

which has been a model in terms of equality and social justice, risked putting in danger 

the country because of its non-restrictive immigration policies. That can be interpreted as 

a Sweden which “buries its head in the sand” and holds on to its utopian ideal of 

helpfulness and generosity. 

The informants have particular opinions on how Sweden dealt and should have dealt with 

the refugee crisis and the arrival of thousands of people and, remember that particular 

period of time differently. Mass-migration to Sweden has obviously impacted the country 

and its people as the informants have experienced it in different ways. The effects 

mentioned are the changes in the number of people entering the country, more and more 

people in need for help and the decisions of the Swedish state to restrict the number of 

arrivals. The immigration policies put in place by Sweden, are both perceived positively 

and negatively by the interviewees. Sister Karin and Christina, those who have worked 

with refugees, hold a positive opinion about the opening of Swedish borders and agree 
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with the welcoming of many. Sister Karin personally helped refugees and welcomed them 

in her convent. Christina explains that the restrictionist turn that the Swedish state took 

was too strict when the country could have welcomed more people. As for Eva Wallin, 

she seems more critical about that issue and suggests that restrictions on immigration 

were long waited for. Additionally, it is interesting to look at Sister Karin and Eva 

Wallin’s testimonies. They are both strongly affiliated with the Christian religion, as one 

is a sister in the Church of Sweden and the other is a politician within the political party 

of the Christian Democrats. Nevertheless, they hold rather opposing opinions on 

immigration. A way to explain the stricter position of Eva Wallin is that the Christian 

Democrats, on the centre-right of the political spectrum,130 are more severe on the issue 

of immigration and the party has asked for tighter immigration policies.131 Overall, 

sharing the memories of informants on the refugee crisis in Sweden is necessary in order 

to later fully understand their different opinions on male newcomers.  

Moreover, with the rise of asylum seekers during the refugee crisis, the question of how 

the country handled that high number of people and where they could be placed in order 

to integrate the society should be asked.  

 

5.2. How do Swedish women assess the capacity of the Swedish 

state to manage a high number of new arrivals?  

The Swedish state has welcomed thousands of refugees and for that reason, the integration 

of those people has been emphasized in the societal and political debate. In a country of 

9.85 million inhabitants in 2015, an increase of the population of 1.6% (if one takes 

160,000 as a reference to the numbers of new arrivals) puts forward the question on how 

the Swedish state can handle that rise and consequently to what extent it is capable to 

manage the integration of newcomers.132  Integration is defined in this study as the 

“process of joining or mixing” with the Swedish society and population.133 That can be 
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done for instance through employment, respecting laws and incorporating Swedish values 

(previously presented in the conceptual framework). For the Swedish state, the integration 

of newcomers has always been important.134 Nonetheless, according to the journalist 

James Traub, that increase has created a fear that newcomers would not get integrated 

into the Swedish society, like it has happened in certain French banlieues where 

immigrants are isolated.135 It is therefore essential to investigate how the informants view 

the capacity of the state to integrate newcomers into the Swedish society. Several of them 

outline that the integration of refugees can be complex. Indeed, they mention that some 

newcomers live separated from the Swedish society. One of those women is Susan, whose 

name has been anonymized. She is a deacon for the Swedish Church. Through her work, 

she has worked with refugees who need help. On the topic of integration, she points out 

(her quote has been rephrased:) 

There is an integration issue. Needy people, with a migration background, 

have no chance in terms of integration. They do not have access to good 

schools where they are taught Swedish values. Some people who have 

immigrated to Sweden have their own areas within cities. They live in small 

parallel worlds. We want to integrate them but how can we do it properly? 

Especially when they come from patriarchal societies. 

 

Susan believes that there is an issue of integration for certain people. She assesses that 

people with migration background, who live in poverty and who often have problems, 

settle in their own specific areas, in big cities, in Gothenburg for instance. Only people 

who are part of the same group live in those areas. Furthermore, Susan explains that those 

people do not get access to a good education. She highlights it is crucial for them to get 

good education where they can learn the values of their host country, in this case Swedish 

values and therefore integrate successfully into the Swedish society. She mentions the 

people in those parallel societies are coming from patriarchal societies, one can therefore 

deduce that the Swedish values are in this case the respect of gender equality and 

tolerance. Consequently, by not having access to a proper education in Sweden, those 

people become isolated from the society and parallel societies are created. Susan explains 

that the issue of integration is created by those secluded areas as well, which are built by 
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newcomers for themselves. Through their exclusion from the majority, they therefore 

form “parallel worlds.”136 

Aside from the issue of parallel societies, the informant questions the capacity of Sweden 

to manage the integration of newcomers if they are not given proper tools to integrate, in 

that case education. She highlights that education is essential for newcomers to 

understand the new society they live in and successfully integrate within the Swedish 

population. Consequently, she determines that the Swedish state has not been capable of 

giving the necessary instruments for newcomers to integrate and therefore has not 

managed to get them integrated. Although, she highlights that “we want to integrate 

them,” “we” as perhaps the Swedish population. Overall, she clearly expresses her 

worries about the integration of newcomers, which is a problem created by the parallel 

societies they settle in and by the Swedish state’s nonactions towards the newcomers.  

Additionally, she is not the only person who is preoccupied about the development of 

parallel societies. The researchers Peter Nannestad et al. determine that immigrants 

“speak their own languages” which reinforces the non-integration of those people into the 

Swedish society.137 Moreover, the researchers demonstrate that there is a need for 

“building bridges over troubled waters.” By that, they mean that the good integration of 

newcomers is completed when a social and political relationship between natives, the 

Swedish state and immigrants is created, and that is in line with what the informant says. 

Newcomers cannot integrate properly if the Swedish state does not help them achieve 

their integration into the Swedish society, through learning Swedish values and the 

Swedish language. Although, the contextual framework given previously has shown that 

the Swedish state has implemented integration policies for immigrants for decades. In 

reality, however, those policies do not seem to be sufficient enough as the informant 

outlines. 

In contrast to Susan, who indicates that the integration of newcomers into the Swedish 

society can be difficult, Lisa Blomqvist argues that their integration can be successful, 

especially in small Swedish communities where their arrival has been vital for the 
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preservation and regeneration of those communities. Lisa Blomqvist works at Skolverket, 

the Swedish official agency for education. Even though she followed the refugee crisis 

from afar, she has been in contact with refugees through her work. She notices that: 

There can be areas in Sweden where they’re actually really supported by the 

immigration because they wouldn’t have survived as a small community if 

that wasn’t for the migration. 

 

Despite that she highlights before getting to that point that the integration of newcomers 

is complex, she outlines here that, in certain cases, immigrants integrate more easily 

because rural areas need them. Indeed, Lisa Blomqvist explains that more people are 

needed in certain regions where they have a shortage of population and therefore causes 

the extinction of small communities. For this reason, newcomers are needed in order to 

repopulate those communities. The informant indicates that those communities would not 

exist anymore without the arrival of newcomers. Through this comment, she argues that 

the Swedish state has the capacities to handle a high number of new arrivals. For 

information, the population of Sweden in 2015 was of 9.85 million,138 among which, 

13.5% of rural population,139 which demonstrates the population scarcity in those rural 

areas.  

This phenomenon is discussed by the researchers Martin Hedlund et al. They explain that 

for more than three decades Sweden has experienced an economic and demographic 

decline in rural areas, for several reasons. With regards to the labor market, some working 

fields, in particular manufacturing, have employed less labor force, and people usually 

settle in urban areas for work.140 Additionally, the population is ageing. Therefore, in the 

view of Lisa Blomqvist, one solution is that people from outside Sweden come and settle 

in those areas. Furthermore, the researchers Hedlund et al. assess that immigration to 

Sweden and in particular to those communities where there is a crucial need of people, 

can “lead to demographic rejuvenation, and stimulate economic renewal by creating a 

more globally connected, heterogeneous, multi-cultural, and multi-functional 
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countryside.”141 Newcomers are thus perceived as ideal candidates to repopulate small 

Swedish communities that are slowly dying because they do not have enough workers or 

inhabitants to sustain. Nonetheless, it should not be ruled out that immigrants can decide 

to settle in cities for better employment, which would defeat the goal of repopulating rural 

areas. 

Both informants answer the question on the capacity of the Swedish state to manage a 

high number of new arrivals, although their focus is not the same and they highlight 

different aspects. Susan emphasizes that newcomers settle in parallel society, outside the 

main Swedish society and that the Swedish state has not given the education needed for 

newcomers to actually integrate successfully into the Swedish society. While she explains 

some of the difficulties for the integration of newcomers, Lisa Blomqvist focuses on a 

different perspective. She highlights that the Swedish state can manage a high number of 

new arrivals because some of its rural areas need that repopulation. As there is a 

demographic decline in certain rural areas, newcomers are essential for the revival of 

those small Swedish communities. For this reason, newcomers who have come to Sweden 

are perceived as rescuers of the declining Swedish demography and economy.  

Both have had contacts with refugees, however they have not shared the same answers. 

They share their insights on the capacity of Sweden to handle newcomers and to integrate 

them into the Swedish society. The informants and scholarship show that the Swedish 

society and the overall Swedish state are in great difficulty as parallel societies form aside. 

No access to valuable education is given to newcomers and rural areas are slowly dying 

because they do not have enough workers or inhabitants to be sustained. Their only 

recourse is the arrival of newcomers. 

Now that the context of the refugee crisis is fully presented, and that the informants have 

shared their opinions on the response and capacity of the Swedish state to the large-scale 

immigration, the following themes look further into male newcomers specifically.  
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5.3. How malleable are male newcomers, according to Swedish 

women?  

The integration of male newcomers can depend on whether they are able to adapt the 

values they have acquired in their home country to the values that are appreciated in 

Sweden. In the area of integration, Sweden is internationally accepted as a multicultural 

model and an inclusion pioneer.142 The Swedish state is not the only stakeholder that has 

to work on the integration of male newcomers, but male newcomers themselves have a 

role to play in their own integration into the Swedish society. Indeed, male newcomers 

need to adapt their way of life, their values to their host country, in this case Sweden, in 

order to successfully integrate the society.143 With the refugee crisis, their role has been 

critically analyzed, and for this reason their degree of malleability, of changeability into 

their host society need to be examined by the informants.144  Two contrasting opinions on 

the degree of adjustment of male newcomers to the Swedish society are therefore 

discussed. The first informant is Malin Aghed. She has been socially engaged in helping 

refugees through different means. In particular, she works in an organization which helps 

male refugees in Gothenburg. On the adjustment of male newcomers, she assesses that: 

There are absolutely no problem of integrating in the Swedish society if you 

have guides. You need to have guidance and that is what I am and my friends 

in this network. We are guides and we are trying to guide them [male 

newcomers] on how to do and they are so eager to be part of society. And 

those times, when it doesn’t help or when a person from Afghanistan does 

something bad to a girl or anything, it’s because there has been no guidance. 

 

Malin Aghed determines that in order to be integrated into the Swedish society, male 

newcomers need to be guided throughout the process. According to her, it is a necessity 

for those newcomers to have guidance by people who know Sweden well and know the 

rules and values that are essential for living in that country. That is what she provides in 

the organization she is engaged with in Gothenburg. She defines the role of guides in 

“how to”, with regards to what is right and what is wrong, what male newcomers can do 
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and what they cannot do, how they should act and how they should not act within the 

Swedish society.  Furthermore, Malin Aghed outlines that those male refugees are “eager 

to be part of society,” they want to be integrated into the Swedish society, they have a 

cultural malleability, “the possibility of cultural change and adaptation.”145 Nonetheless, 

she assesses that male newcomers cannot understand what is required of them and may 

do something that is against Swedish laws or values, if they are not provided with the 

right tools, in this case guidance. She illustrates it by taking the example of male 

newcomers doing harm to women, which could be in reference to sexual harassment 

committed by male migrants on women, which has been exposed in the media. 

In particular, the informant highlights an integration issue that male newcomers 

have encountered:  

All of these guys lived at the refugee homes, not coming into a family home. 

They can live in Sweden for five years and they haven’t really met a Swedish 

person to sit down with and talk to. […] If nobody tells these guys how to 

live, how can they ever learn? So it’s really a point of giving guides to 

anybody coming here, grown-up as well, it’s just not boys, everybody needs 

that. 

 

Malin Aghed outlines that sometimes men who have lived in refugees’ homes have never 

had contact with a “Swedish person,” with someone who can teach them Swedish values, 

customs and laws, since their arrival in the country. That can be associated to the process 

of acculturation, put forward by the psychologist John Berry. He explains that 

acculturation happens when “groups of individuals having different cultures come into 

continuous first-hand contact with subsequent changes in the original culture patterns of 

either or both groups.”146 In the case of male newcomers in Sweden, acculturation occurs 

when they can get in contact with Swedes in order to understand their differences and 

therefore comprehend how they can adapt to the Swedish society.  Nonetheless, Malin 

Aghed outlines that the Swedish state has not offered this particular guidance, of being in 

contact with Swedes. Although, this guidance, this process of acculturation is essential 

for the successful integration of male newcomers according to the informant, it has not 

taken place for some newcomers for several years already. Malin Aghed highlights as 
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well that guidance is needed for all types of male newcomers, children, teenagers or 

adults.147 That gender aspect is studied later in the seventh theme.  

Additionally, the informant uses her own experience as a newcomer in Tanzania in order 

to prove her point. She explains that she wore tee shirts with thin straps, however she did 

not know that this type of clothes was not appropriate. Tanzanians regarded her as a 

“whore” (term she uses) because she did not wear suitable clothing for a woman in 

Tanzania, something that covers shoulders, therefore not respecting Tanzanian customs. 

Nonetheless, she did not realize on her own that she was dressing inappropriately, 

precisely because she did not have a “guide,” someone who told her what she could wear 

and what she could not.  Finally, after several weeks, someone “guided her” and told her 

that her clothes were not suitable and she consequently dressed appropriately. Malin 

Aghed overall argues that male newcomers are malleable if guided. 

Within the question of newcomers’ malleability, there is a clear contrast between Malin 

Aghed and the following informant Joanna Sjölander who perceives the integration of 

male newcomers in Sweden differently. Joanna Sjölander is a politician from the 

Moderate’s Party in Norrköping. She holds various positions in that party. She is a 

member of the Moderate Women’s National Board and is chairman of the Moderate 

Women in Östergötland. She reflects upon the potential malleability of refugees:  

I do see that people come with a different set of values, which is natural, of 

course. If you’re born and raised and you have a different set of values and 

you come here and then you compare, one after the other, you realize “oh this 

is not a thing you do apparently” or this works and this doesn’t so you have 

to just realize that that is what happens, always, wherever you go. And then 

I’m not sure if it’s about changing values. You don’t just change values as 

you change your shoes, this is something that will probably take generations 

to change.  

 

Joanna Sjölander assesses that male newcomer need to realize on their own what they can 

do and what they cannot do in Sweden. By comparing rules between their country of 

origin and Sweden, they can understand that some rules are different, and therefore adapt 

to the rules applied in Sweden. Male newcomers become aware of Swedish laws and rules 
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through living in Sweden, which for the informant relate to democracy and equality for 

all, no matter the gender, handicap, sexual orientation, etc. 

Nevertheless, regarding the values of male newcomers, the informant points out that their 

values are shaped based on how they have been raised. She deems natural that newcomers 

arrive to Sweden with different values than Swedes’, but she however evaluates that their 

malleability of changing values is complex, neither easy nor quick. She illustrates her 

argument by outlining that a change of values is not comparable to a change of shoes. 

Through this, she highlights that a change of values is a long and difficult process and 

estimated it to several generations. Therefore, she argues that a change of values is not 

feasible for an individual who just arrived in Sweden, and is only possible for the 

following generations, who have lived in Sweden for some time. The generations 

following the generations of newcomers can gradually integrate the Swedish values.  

Joanna Sjölander interprets that male newcomers who have arrived to Sweden since the 

refugee crisis are malleable to a certain extent. They learn the rules of their new country 

on their own through distinguishing what they can do and cannot do in Sweden, by living 

in the country, however their values cannot change as quickly.  

To explain better the informant’s opinion, it can be put in parallel with cultural 

essentialism. Cultural essentialism establishes that cultural adaptation of newcomers is 

perceived as “highly desirable, but at the same time (…) not feasible.”148 This concept 

determines that the culture and values of individuals are rigid and cannot change. 

Therefore, Joanna clearly holds cultural essentialist views.  

The malleability of male newcomers is approached differently by the two informants, 

with regards to the needed time and means for this adaptation. They do not have the same 

experience vis-à-vis male newcomers and that can be a reason for their different opinions. 

Malin Aghed believes that male newcomers can change their values easily and quickly if 

they are guided and told the rules of Sweden. While Joanna Sjölander argues that they 

have to realize on their own which values they can keep and which ones they need to 

change, which is a process that can be achieved in several generations. The contrasting 

opinions of the two informants are illustrated with the research of Soylu Yalcinkaya et al. 

The researchers determine that majority members, in this case the two informants, 
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perceive male newcomers (the “outgroup members”) in two different ways. One sees the 

male newcomers as “having greater potential to adapt to the host nation's culture over 

time and become “one of us,” which relates to Malin Aghed’s opinion.149 While another 

believes that male newcomers are “more likely to remain cultural “others” in the long 

run” which can be linked to what Joanna Sjölander implies.150  

Adapting to the host country in order to integrate successfully has been reviewed in this 

theme, however the adaptation, or non-adaptation of newcomers, has other factors, which 

can be inherent to the individuals or on the contrary caused by a particular situation that 

they have endured.  

 

5.4.  How do Swedish women make sense of fundamental goodness 

vis-à-vis male newcomers? 

The integration, or rather non-integration of male newcomers in the Swedish society is 

often linked to them being considered threats to Europe and therefore Sweden, especially 

since the refugee crisis and the large-scale immigration to Sweden.151 With the example 

of sexual harassment by male migrants at the festival We Are STHLM in 

Kungsträdgården in Stockholm in 2014 and 2015, male newcomers have been since 

depicted as a threat to the Swedish society and in particular towards women in the media 

and in politics.152 Since the refugee crisis, all incidents, perpetrated by men of non-

Swedish origin have often been reported in newspapers, for instance attacks, rapes, drug 

dealing and honor killings (without naming their status of immigrant). Those incidents 

are associated to the “cultures of violence” and “male dominance” attributed to certain 

male newcomers.153 This and therefore their non-integration to Swedish society can be 

used against them and be a reason to not accept any more newcomers in the country. 

Nonetheless, this “threat” of the male newcomers comes with a question: why do those 
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men turn to illegal and sometimes violent activities? With this new threat comes an 

attempt to justify and understand their reasoning for the execution of those actions and 

for their non-adaptation. The concept of fundamental goodness can be used in order to 

understand or refute those incidents. The two informants selected for this theme 

acknowledge the wrong behavior of some male newcomers, however they explain them 

differently, through fundamental goodness or not.  

Sister Karin, whom I interviewed at her convent in Knivsta, tries to make sense of the 

threat associated to male newcomers and to understand their position: 

We have single men here from Afghanistan, very nice. Most of them are so 

polite, most of them are amazing, how quickly they manage with their studies, 

I’m so fascinated. Going to school and they have finished what they ask in 

normally nine years and they do that in a couple of years. Then, when they 

are in that positive development and making plans for the future, we take 

everything away from them. That’s torture, that’s another way of torture (…) 

We put them out on the street when they are eighteen. How do you survive 

when you are eighteen and you can’t go back and, you’re just getting no 

money? We are forcing people in a situation, so many of those boys, and then 

they are those who are selling drugs. We put them in this situation.  

 

Sister Karin takes the example of young men from Afghanistan, whom she describes 

positively as nice, polite and exceptionally intelligent, finishing school in a shorter time 

than the norm. She argues that those young men do their best to successfully integrate 

into the Swedish society and work towards their future. Sister Karin’s viewpoint can 

therefore be put in parallel with the notion of fundamental goodness, a concept shaped by 

the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Indeed, he determines that “man is naturally 

good, and that it is from these institutions alone that men become wicked.”154 In 

perspective with what Sister Karin argues, she defends that male newcomers hold good 

qualities to succeed and to be integrated but their efforts are undermined by the non-

assistance of the Swedish system after reaching the legal age. The informant perceives 

that as a “form of torture.” Those men are put in a precarious situation where they have 

no accommodations and opportunities to successfully integrate into the Swedish society 

which, according to the informant, should be provided by the Swedish system. As a last 
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resort in order to deal with this non-assistance by the Swedish system and to survive, 

those men engage in illegal activities, for instance drug dealing. 

According to Sister Karin, male newcomers are fundamentally good but are however 

forced to illegal activities and behave in a non-acceptable way because of a faulty 

Swedish system that does not help with their integration and does not give the required 

support. The only solution to cut this non-adaptation is to assist those newcomers in their 

integration into the Swedish society. 

In contrast to Sister Karin, Eva Wallin, from the Christian Democrats, does not take for 

granted human goodness for every case. Despite that both informants hold Christian 

beliefs, they do not give the same explanation vis-à-vis illegal activities committed by 

male newcomers. Eva Wallin shares another reasoning: 

There are a few of them who are perhaps not very stable, perhaps have some 

psychological problems, not have a well mental health and of course they 

come into a situation where there is a lot of frustration because they don’t 

know what will be the future. It’s not strange if people get into a very 

frustrating situation and destroy the self and destroy the people around them. 

Yes I supposed you heard about this, this attack in Vetlanda (…) He [the 

assailant] was one of those migrants from Afghanistan and he is in in some 

kind of frustrating situation and he doesn’t know what his future will be and 

what his options are, but this, this awful reaction to go out and try to kill. 

 

Eva Wallin outlines that life is not easy for male newcomers in Sweden as their future 

can be uncertain. She demonstrates that this obstacle to a successful integration in Sweden 

can cause frustration. Additionally, she assesses that some male newcomers have come 

to Sweden with existent psychological and mental health issues. The combination of non-

adaption, social frustration and mental illness can predispose and motivate a will to 

destruction for some male newcomers. The informant mentions the destruction of the self 

and the destruction of others as well. By destruction of others, she uses the example of 

the knife attack in Vetlanda that occurred on March 3, 2021, less than two weeks before 

our interview. Indeed, a 22-year-old Afghan (who arrived in Sweden in 2018155) stabbed 
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seven men and was declared potentially “seriously mentally ill when the stabbing took 

place.”156   

Through her argument, Eva Wallin points out that mental issues and frustration in the 

host country, in this case Sweden, predispose an individual to violent behavior, which 

consequently conveys the narrative of the threat of the male newcomer. The Swedish 

society in itself therefore does not lead to this type of corruption. Additionally, when a 

comparison is made between the informant’s viewpoint on the incidents perpetrated by 

male newcomers and the concept of fundamental goodness, an interesting aspect emerges. 

If one takes fundamental goodness as a conceptual basis, it is made evident by Eva Wallin 

that fundamental goodness does not apply for individuals with existent mental issues, and 

that indeed stabbing cannot be described as fundamentally good. 

Both informants agree that bad behavior and violence are triggered by uncertainty. 

Indeed, they both assess that male newcomers who are guilty of drug selling and knife 

attacks have in common that they do not have plans for the future and are not integrated 

socially and economically in the Swedish society. It therefore pushes them to carry out 

illegal activities. Nonetheless, the concept of human goodness vis-à-vis male newcomers 

does not resonate for the two informants in the same way. For Sister Karin, fundamental 

goodness and corruption by the society come into play. She implies that male newcomers, 

who are fundamentally good, can act wrong and turn to drug dealing because of a faulty 

Swedish system that does not give them any means of survival and integration. While for 

Eva Wallin, fundamental goodness does not apply to men with mental issues. Their 

mental illness predisposes them to a wrong behavior. Frustration and uncertainty 

combined can lead male newcomers to execute severe incidents, such as knife attacks. 

Consequently, Sister Karin and Eva Wallin do not explain the wrong behaviors of male 

newcomers in the same way.   

It is now interesting to look at how informants, by explaining wrong behaviors of male 

newcomers, can show empathy and support for those men. The following theme go 

further into details in that direction. 

 

 
156 “Man Charged with Seven Counts of Attempted Murder,” Radio Sweden, March 14, 2021, 

https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/man-charged-with-seven-counts-of-attempted-murder. 

https://sverigesradio.se/artikel/man-charged-with-seven-counts-of-attempted-murder


 52 

 

5.5. To what extent do Swedish women empathize with and feel 

compassion for male newcomers?  

With the arrival of thousands of refugees in Sweden during the so-called “refugee crisis,” 

the question of empathy and solidarity for displaced people was at the heart of the debate. 

Many countries faced that issue, between opening and closing their borders, between 

hospitality, compassion and refusing incoming strangers.157 In Sweden, this conflict was 

present as well. At the beginning of the refugee crisis, the discourse of the Swedish 

government was warmhearted. Stefan Löfven, the Swedish Prime Minister, declared that 

“my Europe does not build walls” while at a demonstration “Refugees Welcome” on 

September 6, 2015.158 Two months later, Swedish immigration policies took a drastic turn 

when restrictions on asylum-seeker entry and temporary residence were implemented.159 

This political debate has consequently impacted the discourse of Swedes on immigration, 

between compassion and fear of the stranger. At the scale of the present study, the range 

of opinions reflect that discussion. In particular the three selected informants share 

contrasting views on the degree of compassion and empathy to be given to male 

newcomers.   

Malin Aghed, who has welcomed an unaccompanied minor in her home and has worked 

with male newcomers (as mentioned earlier), reflects on her approach towards the help 

that should be provided by the Swedish state and the population to male newcomers:  

If my child was to come to Afghanistan, I really hope that there was a mother 

opening her door for him. 

 

Malin Aghed explains her reasoning on why it is necessary to help male newcomers, in 

particular young ones, who have come to Sweden. At the same time, she justifies her 

engagement, in particular welcoming an Afghan teenage boy in her home and taking him 

under her wings, who used to live in a refugee home and therefore could not successfully 

integrate into the Swedish society.  She uses empathy to make her case stronger. Through 

empathy, Malin Aghed puts herself in the shoes of a mother who would need to send her 

child to Afghanistan to be safe. She wishes that in a reversal of role, this mother would 
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welcome and protect her child coming in Afghanistan to be safe, and therefore would take 

her current role of a Swedish mother welcoming an Afghan teenager. Moreover, by 

welcoming an unaccompanied minor, Malin Aghed shows that she was affected by his 

suffering, which is a key aspect of empathy.160 

Malin Aghed is not the only informant who displays empathy and care for male 

newcomers who come to settle in Sweden. Fredrika Gårdfeldt, among many others, shows 

compassion for those men. She works as a priest in the Church of Sweden, more 

specifically at the Katarina parish in Stockholm. She is one of the project managers of 

Goda Grannar, translated as Good Neighbors, a collaboration between Stockholm 

Mosque, Islamic Relief and Katarina Church, which provides various services to 

newcomers.161 She points out why helping male newcomers is important to her and 

therefore how she perceives those men: 

But that doesn’t mean, me as a Christian, that I don’t want to help males, of 

course I mean they are my brothers (…) you know those people coming are 

just like us. 

 

Fredrika Gårdfeldt grows closer to male refugees and establishes a family relationship 

between her and those men by calling them “my brothers.” She expresses closeness and 

also likeness as she draws a comparison between male newcomers and Swedes and states 

that they are “like us.” She does not set boundaries or differences between her, a Swedish 

Christian woman, and those men from Muslim or Arab background. Her opinion is 

supported by the research conducted by Daniel Louw on the position of churches during 

the refugee crisis and the feeling of compassion. He highlights that churches had a 

particular discourse on pastoral caregiving during that time, which involved “philoxenia: 

the mutuality of ‘brotherly’ love.”162 Moreover, the concept of agape, another Greek 

meaning for love and used in the Christian faith, correlates with the beliefs of Fredrika 

Gårdfeldt, with “unclaiming love” and “universal benevolence” directed towards the 
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other.163 Actions of the Church of Sweden during the refugee crisis were further explored 

in the contextual framework. 

The brotherly relationship that Fredrika Gårdfeldt built between her and male newcomers 

is however not universal. Indeed, people less likely feel compassion for others whom they 

hold no particular relationship, due to distance in space, time and different belongings.164 

In contrast to Fredrika Gårdfeldt, Eva Wallin, who is of Christian faith as well, has 

another view on male newcomers. She describes how she felt when thousands of people 

came to Sweden:  

They are just like floating out all over the country. Where are they going? 

What are they doing? How many of them are just ordinary people who wish 

for a better life and how many of them are taking the chance to run away from 

the police or running away? Yes of course there might be some terrorists and 

there might be some people who just want to have a new start in another 

country (…) I find it puzzling and a bit frightening. 

 

Eva Wallin depicts the arrival of male newcomers to Sweden by using the verb “floating.” 

This metaphor linked to water has been often used by the media, with the imagery of 

migration as a wave and in general the refugee crisis as a sudden emerging threat.165 

Furthermore, the informant points out that those newcomers are not identified and there 

is no precise idea on how many and who are entering the country, for which reason and 

where they exactly settle in Sweden. She seems to distance herself from those newcomers. 

She differentiates the nice and ordinary people, who only want to have a better life, and 

the people who are wanted by the police, who are terrorists. She however implies that this 

distinction is difficult to assess. Those newcomers are strangers to her, which is why she 

finds this situation “puzzling and frightening.” Moreover, she refers to newcomers as 

“migrants,” which is acknowledged as a negative connotation of invasion.166 She showed 

a fear of the stranger, which can therefore connote a hostility towards unidentified people. 

This can allude to the concept of neo-Orientalism, which highlights the other, coming 

from Orient as a threat to the Occident.167 Indeed, the refugee crisis has often been 
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connected to Orientalism in research, in which newcomers coming to Europe have been 

perceived as unwanted invaders.168 That concept was further explained in the conceptual 

framework.  

The three informants reflect differently on the arrival of male newcomers. They express 

or turn down empathy. Malin Aghed and Fredrika Gårdfeldt, who both have been in 

contact with newcomers since the refugee crisis, empathize for those men and feel 

compassion and closeness towards them. While Eva Wallin, who is Christian like 

Fredrika Gårdfeldt, does not feel in the same way and rather suggests that the arrival of 

thousands of newcomers, of strangers frightens her. The three informants contrastingly 

do not identify with male newcomers at the same degree, being empathetic or scared. 

Each one of them therefore holds a distinct opinion and perception towards those 

newcomers. 

Consequently, how the informants position themselves in relation to male newcomers is 

linked to their level of involvement and engagement in helping newcomers. It is 

interesting to look at their positionalities towards those newcomers through their level of 

care and support.   

 

5.6. How do Swedish women evaluate who was worthy of care and 

support during the refugee crisis, in parallel with Sweden’s response?  

The Swedish state has been widely known for putting the principles of human rights and 

human equality at the heart of its politics and society and has been assessed as “a historic 

global powerhouse on human rights.”169 Therefore, protecting, welcoming and integrating 

refugees constitute the humanitarian approach of the Swedish welfare state. Its 

extraordinary promotion of human rights is reflected in the Swedish exceptionalism, 

further explored in the contextual framework.170 Indeed, from the end of the Second 

World War until recently, the Swedish welfare regime had offered the same social 

benefits, healthcare and education among others, to both Swedes and newcomers.171 The 

latter were treated as equal citizens within the Swedish society. Nonetheless, the sudden 
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and unprecedented increase in the number of arrivals during the refugee crisis disrupted 

the humanitarian superpower and a major shift in the Swedish policies occurred and it 

turned to a restrictionist state.172 Asylum restrictions were put in place, which 

consequently excluded newcomers who did not meet the requirements for seeking asylum 

in Sweden and therefore prevented their access to a number of rights and they were 

sometimes asked to leave the country.173 The refugee crisis therefore challenged Swedish 

standards in human rights and human equality. For this reason, it is relevant to examine 

how Swedish women reflect on that shift to more restrictiveness and to what level of care 

and support for newcomers they are capable of giving. The two informants selected for 

this theme hold contrasting opinions on that matter. 

Anette Pettersson has worked in the fields of democracy, human rights and youth rights 

for several years now. She has an interesting point of view on how the Swedish 

government and the Swedish population managed the refugee crisis: 

If you were working in a country that should be the best country in the world 

in democracy and human rights, then you should just open up. I’m not very 

pleased how the government worked with the issue, I think they made terrible, 

many mistakes (…) If you want to be a person living in the world and 

spreading the human rights and democracy, you should meet people with 

equal dignity and just listen to their stories and you should trust them that they 

are telling the truth. Then if you don’t want to do that, then okay you are a 

person who wants to say “okay it’s just us who are the best part of the world” 

and I don’t think you can live like that, as a human being, you’re not better 

than anyone else (…) I also know that Sweden is scared about the things, and 

people in general (…) that is like the biggest issue in the democracy and 

human rights. 

 

Anette Pettersson appears to be critical of the government’s decisions. She emphasizes 

that the rule of democracy and human rights have been two key values for the Swedish 

state but that there were however hindered when the large-scale migration occurred. In 

particular, she points out three key principles to the respect of human rights and 

democracy, which all newcomers are entitled to receive upon their arrival in Sweden: 

equal dignity, empathy and trust. Her opinion therefore relates to the concept of fellow 

humanness, which is defined by Jochen Kleres as care for human dignity and an overall 
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humanitarian concern for refugees.174 Additionally, she highlights that people do not 

comply with fellow humanness if they see themselves superiors to others. She finds that 

idea rather difficult to realize as she believes that human equality is and should be a 

paramount element in people’s way of life. Nonetheless, she brings into opposition the 

respect of human rights and democracy and Sweden’s restrictionist immigration policies. 

She implies that those policies have reflected a fear of the other and consequently have 

accounted for the inadequacies in democracy and human rights in the country since the 

refugee crisis. Her opinion therefore suggests that the supposedly key Swedish values of 

democracy and human rights are proved to have fragile foundations which cannot 

withstand a crisis of this magnitude, and that newcomers have not benefited from the 

necessary care and support and have not been considered as equal human beings. 

In contrast, Eva Wallin, from the Christian Democrats holds a different opinion on the 

treatment of newcomers in Sweden, their access to care and support and overall the 

immigration response of the Swedish state during the refugee crisis: 

Of course, there are thousands, millions of people out in the world who are 

living very hard lives. If we just look at the refugees UN convention, then 

there are millions and millions of people who should have the legal right to 

come to Europe and come to Sweden, and this is the hard equation to find a 

solution for it. Yes many things have been developed very fine and we have 

been very blessed in many ways in Europe but we have to be very cautious as 

well, how we manage our countries and how we can find some road between 

helping other countries and helping people who don’t have it (…) We had 

those quite open rules in Sweden for a long time but those rules weren’t really 

tested before 2015 and I think it’s really ridiculous when we had political 

leaders in Sweden who have been so ridiculous to talk about Sweden like 

some kind of humanitarian superpower and of course we can be, it’s just 

ridiculous to fool yourself and try to fool the people around you. 

 

Eva Wallin tends towards a more critical discourse on the acceptance of newcomers, 

global human rights and humanitarian policies in Sweden during the refugee crisis. She 

outlines that the UN Convention on the status of refugees (defined in more details in the 

conceptual framework) allows millions of people to seek protection in Europe and 

Sweden. According to her, the Convention is too expansive and unrealistic and therefore 

must be reconsidered for a good management of the country and preserve its interests. 
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She suggests a need of a balance, with regards to granting protection to asylum-seekers 

in Sweden, between accepting people who are in real need of help and helping in their 

countries of origin instead. Therefore, she seems critical of the exceptionalist Swedish 

state which was set to welcome all newcomers and she questions its wrong title of 

“humanitarian superpower” outlined by Swedish politicians. For this reason, she finds the 

latter ridiculous and at the same time deceiving Swedish people. Her opinion therefore 

suggests a more “realistic” Swedish state that recommends a restrictionist model with a 

limited gauge of accepted newcomers who are cared for.  

That necessary distinction and balance implied by the informant was displayed in the 

European political discourse during the refugee crisis. Indeed, asylum policies in the EU 

and in Sweden restricted the status of asylum seekers, between those who were allowed 

to seek asylum and those who were disqualified and rejected.175 Those policies can be 

associated to the concept of neo-orientalism, which separates those who deserve an entry 

into the country, the insiders, and those who do not, the outsiders.176 

Anette Pettersson and Eva Wallin hold contrasting discourses with regards to the degree 

of care and support that should be provided to newcomers. Although both informants 

criticize Sweden’s immigration policies, suggest that the Swedish state did not function 

successfully and determine that the refugee crisis put to the test the government. 

Nevertheless, they denounce the Swedish state for different reasons as they hold distinct 

discourses. Anette Pettersson holds a humanitarian discourse, that therefore supports the 

exceptionalist model on which the Swedish state was based on at the beginning of the 

refugee crisis. She outlines that human principles of equality, dignity, compassion and 

trust towards all newcomers are essential. Therefore, she denounces the shift to 

restrictionist policies, which did not maintain a sufficient level of care and support 

towards newcomers. In contrast, Eva Wallin approves a more restrictionist model, in 

which a balance is to be found and a distinction is to be made between people who are in 

real need of help and who should be granted protection in Sweden and those who can be 

helped in their countries of origin instead. She consequently disapproves of the overly 

open borders that the Swedish state had in place before the restrictionist shift. Overall, 
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both informants try to establish a satisfactory line between sufficient generosity and 

selfishness towards newcomers and determine a different one. 

The level of care and support that should be provided by the Swedish state to newcomers 

has been evaluated by the informants and has raised the question of human equality for 

all. Nonetheless, another equality must be further inspected, the gender equality between 

men and women newcomers.  

 

5.7. How do Swedish women reflect on gender inequality in 

immigration?  

Sweden has considered itself the most gender equal country worldwide, which is part of 

its Swedish exceptionalism.177 Additionally, Swedish foreign policy describes itself 

feminist.178 Indeed, women’s rights have been at the center of the country’s political 

identity.179 Nonetheless, gender equality was challenged in the country during the refugee 

crisis because of the higher number of male newcomers settling in Sweden than females 

(as outlined in the introduction). It has therefore disrupted the gender equality within the 

population and within the immigrant’s community in Sweden. Alongside, the Swedish 

state has general difficulties to integrate immigrants within its society and labor market 

in an equal gender way.180 Indeed, within the labor market, immigrant women tend to be 

disadvantaged compared to men.181 Because of those elements, gender (in)equality and 

refugee crisis are put in parallel in my conversation with the informants. While every 

informant first explains the possible reasons why more men come to Sweden, several of 

them steer me away from my focus on male newcomers and therefore from the argument 

raised in the article “Europe’s Man Problem” that a skewed ratio would be damaging to 

the countries receiving asylum seekers.182 The informants point out that female 
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newcomers have a hard life as well and experience gender inequalities in terms of access 

to help. 

Fredrika Gårdfeldt, priest in the Church of Sweden in Stockholm, describes the gender 

inequality experienced by female newcomers and indicates the possible reasons for it: 

I mean it’s research, more male than female came but I think that is how the 

world works, men can move more easily, us the women, it’s not that easy for 

us. I think that’s the injustice of the world. Of course, those countries, like 

Afghanistan, we can look at them and see how the women are struggling 

there, sisters over there (…) For the women back in Afghanistan and in other 

countries, I’m like fighting for them by telling my government “Stop selling 

weapons to, like Saudi Arabia, who is a terrible place for women.” When you 

read the news, I mean now they can drive a car like oh… it makes me so sad. 

 

Fredrika Gårdfeldt outlines the reasons for gender inequality in immigration. She explains 

that indeed it is more difficult for women to move to another country than for men, which 

she regards as a severe flaw, an injustice but a part of the world’s functioning. In 

particular, she highlights that women are struggling in their countries of origin, in 

Afghanistan or Saudi Arabia, which consequently makes it difficult for them to leave. 

The United Nations underline specific difficulties which prevent women from migrating 

autonomously, among those are gender discrimination based on education, participation 

in the society and gender norms in traditional families in the home country.183  

Nonetheless, the informant points out that women who struggle in their country of origin 

and therefore cannot leave should still be helped.  Indeed, she implies that in order to fight 

gender inequality in immigration, the Swedish state should get to the root of the problem, 

which means not only fighting this inequality in Sweden but in the country of origin as 

well, in her example Saudi Arabia. She however determines that the first answer to the 

problem is more profound than fighting gender inequality in immigration itself. She 

underlines that the root cause is generated by Sweden. She explains that Sweden has sold 

arms to Saudi Arabia, a country in which women could not drive a car until the June 24, 

2018.184 Indeed, Sweden had been the 12th largest arms exporter between 2012 and 
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2016185 and sold arms to Saudi Arabia, which was acknowledged to obstruct women’s 

rights and therefore the reason many women wanted to flee the country.186  For those 

reasons, Fredrika Gårdfeldt calls on the responsibility of the Swedish government to react 

and take actions. She determines that gender inequality in immigration is a problem partly 

caused by the Swedish state. Moreover, she understands that gender inequality can be 

resolved through helping women in their country of origin.  

As for the other informant, who I will call “Emma” to preserve her anonymity, she looked 

at the issue of gender inequality in immigration from another angle. Emma, who has 

worked in political and cultural sectors, notices gender inequality for female newcomers 

who live in Sweden:  

Yes there is definitely a gender equality problem, and it’s hard, it’s high time 

to address that and I think a lot of projects and political [projects], everything 

is about young men, you know their problems and how can we help them in 

this. But what about the young women who live there? They don’t cause any 

problems, but they have to live in this you know. So I do feel like there are 

definitely issues with gender equality that we need to address and be open 

about it and constructive and not naïve. 

 

Emma outlines that integration projects are put in place in order to help newcomers in 

Sweden, however they focus mainly on men. She puts in contradiction the fact that female 

newcomers receive less help despite that they cause less disturbance than males and yet 

still have a difficult life as well. Furthermore, she highlights that the Swedish state, who 

is considered a gender equal country, neglects female newcomers and does not take them 

in consideration the same way it does for male newcomers.  

This issue is acknowledged in research under the term “Nordic gender equality 

paradox.”187 Indeed, the Swedish state promotes gender equality and inclusion of women, 

however female newcomers are not included the same way in the Swedish society.188 

Moreover, the UN shows that this type of inequality impacts the lives of female 

newcomers and prevents their good integration into the society.189 Although, it is 

 
185 “Arms Transfers Graphics,” SIPRI, accessed June 12, 2021, https://www.sipri.org/gallery/arms-

transfers-graphics-2016. 
186 “Saudi Arabia: 10 Reasons Why Women Flee,” Human Rights Watch, last modified January 30, 2019, 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/30/saudi-arabia-10-reasons-why-women-flee. 
187 Siim, “Gender, Diversity and Migration,” 624. 
188 Ibid. 
189 Women and International Migration, 28. 
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necessary to indicate that female immigrants hold a  significant role in the Swedish labor 

market, especially in the care and cleaning sectors. 190 In parallel with those facts, Emma’s 

opinion implies that the gender inequality within newcomers, which undermines female 

newcomers, is overlooked by the Swedish state but should not be ignored. 

Through their reflection on male newcomers, the informants shift the initial focus to 

female newcomers. The two informants selected for this theme highlight gender 

inequality between newcomers and concentrate on its impact on female newcomers 

specifically. Despite that they do not share the same experience with newcomers, Fredrika 

Gårdfeldt who has had more contact with them than Emma, they both explain that female 

newcomers do not have the same access to immigration to Sweden and their integration 

in the country. They however look at the issue from different angles. Fredrika Gårdfeldt 

explains how immigration to Sweden is more difficult for women, starting from their 

country of origin. In certain cases, their home country supports gender inequality and is 

then reinforced by Sweden through its actions in favor of those countries. While Emma 

describes that gender inequality in the access to rights is present in Sweden. Female 

newcomers have less integration projects carried out for them, which put them in a 

complicated situation. Both informants demonstrate that help should be given not only to 

men but to women as well and that gender should not interfere in their access to rights. 

They both point out that the Swedish state reinforces gender inequality in immigration 

and integration, which outlines a paradox. 

The previous themes have analyzed how the informants reflect on male newcomers and 

newcomers in general who have arrived to Sweden since the refugee crisis. Nonetheless, 

it is relevant to follow that analysis with the possible impact that those arrival have had 

on the informants. 

 

 
190 María Sánchez-Domínguez and Susanne Fahlén, “Changing Sector? Social Mobility among Female 

Migrants in Care and Cleaning Sector in Spain and Sweden,” Migration Studies 6, no. 3 (November 1, 

2018): 368, https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnx052. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnx052
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5.8. To what extent were Swedish women personally impacted by 

their engagement with male newcomers? 

The UNHCR acknowledges that the Swedish state has a significant role with regards to 

solidarity, responsibility sharing, fair asylum policies and practices and protection of 

refugees since the refugee crisis.191 Among other things, the country took in 

approximately 35,000 unaccompanied and separated children in 2015.192 The arrival of 

thousands of male newcomers and the response of the Swedish state to this crisis have 

undoubtedly shaken up the Swedish society and politics. In particular, it has affected those 

who have been engaged and have helped in the refugee cause, with regards to their way 

of life, their identity and their relationships. Therefore, it is necessary to precisely 

determine to what degree Swedish women have been personally impacted by their 

engagement with the refugee cause and their experience with male newcomers. The two 

informants selected in order to answer this point have both welcomed an unaccompanied 

male minor during the refugee crisis. 

Malin Aghed has been engaged in helping refugees. During the refugee crisis, she took 

her engagement a step further and welcomed an Afghan teenage boy in her home. He has 

been living with her family since. This strong engagement has had an impact on Malin 

Aghed and her relationships:  

I lost some friends because I let him move in. I mean not the closest ones 

because they are really good friends. But people who really could not 

understand why I did this and they said “But Malin, you appreciate your alone 

time and how come you do this and when will you have time for this and 

that?” And I actually had a boyfriend at the time or someone I saw. When I 

told him that was my decision, he left me because he could not stand that I’m 

opening my home for somebody else, who I was supposed to, and that I would 

have to give a lot of time. When that happened I was of course more angry 

than sad. That was kind of a statement to me, that’s okay, that’s not the guy I 

am going to live with because I can’t live with someone who thinks that way. 

 

When Malin Aghed decided to take in an unaccompanied minor, her family situation 

changed and her relationships with others evolved as well. She lost contact with some of 

 
191 UNHCR, UNHCR Recommendations to Sweden on strengthening refugee protection in Sweden, Europe 

and Globally, (UNHCR, May 2020), 1, https://www.unhcr.org/neu/wp-

content/uploads/sites/15/2020/06/UNHCR-recommendations-to-Sweden-on-strengthening-protection-of-

refugees-May-2020.pdf. 
192 Ibid., 3. 
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https://www.unhcr.org/neu/wp-content/uploads/sites/15/2020/06/UNHCR-recommendations-to-Sweden-on-strengthening-protection-of-refugees-May-2020.pdf
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her friends who put into question her engagement, which was perceived as time-

consuming. Nonetheless, she did not give up on her decision and her engagement because 

of their opinion. Professor Åke Daun highlights the Swedish tendency to not open one’s 

doors to strangers. Indeed, he determines an individualistic trend among Swedish 

people.193 He indicates that Swedish people make a clear distinction between the private 

sphere, close relatives, and the public sphere, anyone other than close family and 

friends.194 Their private inner circle is therefore restricted to a limited number of people. 

Additionally, the writer Susan Sontag assesses that Swedish people tend to not be 

generous and it is consequently difficult for them to extend generosity to others.195 Those 

facts outlined by the two authors can therefore be the reasons why several persons did not 

comprehend Malin Aghed’s choice to welcome into her family a teenage boy whom she 

did not know well prior to his arrival. Her decision and type of engagement contrast with 

the Swedish tendency to individualism and ungenerosity, and thus does not comply with 

the Swedish standard. 

The other informant, who I call “Maria,” took in an unaccompanied teenager as well and 

had a similar experience within her circle. She explains that she distanced herself from 

people who have questioned her son’s right to stay in Sweden. It seems however 

interesting to rather focus on another impact of her engagement, or non-impact for that 

matter, on her own identity. She indicates that despite her engagement, her sense of 

belonging to Sweden did not change. Her sense of belonging is relevant to examine as 

she was born in Sweden from one parent from Latin America. She assesses:  

If one allows to generalize, Sweden is very much obsessed with origins and 

where are you from. I have gotten during my whole upbringing this question 

“where are you from?” Everyone who looks like me who grew up in Sweden, 

get that question. And it’s like “well I’m from [city in Sweden]” but “where 

are you from really?”, “I was born in [city in Sweden]” but “where are you 

from really?” (…) That marks that if one looks like you, you’re not really 

from here, so you don’t really belong here. (…) That means paradoxically I 

grew up in Sweden but I have never felt my belonging to [Latin America] as 

conditioned while in Sweden (…) I never felt the kind of existential anxiety 

and threat that I feel in Sweden, which I think has to do with this feeling of 

unwantedness that you are categorically unwanted. 

 
193 Åke Daun, “Individualism versus Collectivism” in Swedish Mentality, (University Park Pa: 

Pennsylvania State Univ. Press, 1996), 103. 
194 Ibid., 105. 
195 Sontag, “A Letter from Sweden,” 28. 
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Maria determines that her sense of belonging to Sweden has not been impacted by the 

arrival of male newcomers to Sweden and in particular by the arrival of her foster son in 

her family. Her sense of belonging to Sweden has always been low, therefore was unlikely 

to worsen. In spite of being born and raised in Sweden, when Maria was asked about her 

origins by Swedish people, they did not acknowledge her answer and emphasized that 

she had other origins than simply Swedish. Swedes seem to imply that she does not belong 

in Sweden. Indeed, the picture of the traditional Swede is white, blond and blue-eyed, 

which creates a racialization between bodies196 and is consequently used to separate 

individuals in the society.197 In the case of Maria, she does not fit well with the stereotype 

of the blond and blue-eyed Swede and for this reason does not belong to the traditional 

category of Swedes. Other Swedes reinforce that distinction by not accepting that Maria 

is Swedish. That therefore suggests that the Swedish sense of belonging is determined by 

physical characteristics rather than by birthright or nationality. 

Furthermore, Maria explains in a following conversation that she feels a sense of 

belonging to Sweden but one that is somewhat ambivalent. She states that her sense of 

belonging can never be taken for granted and “is always conditioned by the gaze of the 

majority.” Perhaps for this reason, during the interview, Maria implies that she considers 

herself more from Latin American (and is perceived as such) than from Sweden. Whether 

she lives in Latin America or Europe, she is still considered from Latin America, whereas 

she is not accepted as a Swedish woman in Sweden because of her parent’s origin. The 

questioning of her origins proves that her sense of belonging to Sweden is not guaranteed 

and she realizes that fact. Additionally, her perhaps stronger sense of belonging to Latin 

America can be put in parallel with the sense of belonging of newcomers who come to 

settle in Sweden. Maria explains that she feels like a foreigner in her own country, which 

can be compared with the feeling of non-belonging that newcomers may have when they 

settle in another country. Overall, the arrival of Maria’s son has not impacted her sense 

of belonging to Sweden, which was already ambivalent before.  

Through welcoming unaccompanied minors in their families, both informants have 

experienced an impact on their relationships with others. For Malin Aghed, whose 

 
196 Linda Sandberg, Fear of Violence and Gendered Power Relations: Responses to Threat in Public Space 

in Sweden, GERUM, (Umeå: Department of Social and Economic Geography, Umeå University, 2011), 

31. 
197 Dahlstedt, and Neergaard, “Crisis of Solidarity,” 123. 
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opinion is further studied, the arrival of her son made her lose contact with friends. Her 

engagement seems in opposition to the Swedish tendency of having a rather limited circle 

and ungenerosity to others, which caused her to lose some people. That kind of distance 

is recognized by Maria as well. Nonetheless, for Maria’s case, it is relevant to focus on 

another aspect, her sense of belonging to Sweden. Indeed, she does not feel that her sense 

of belonging to Sweden has been impacted by the arrival of her foster son. Her sense of 

belonging to Sweden has always been ambivalent because she does not fit the features of 

a typical Swedish woman, and this has not changed because of her engagement. 
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6. Discussion  

The informants of the study remember, react, consider male newcomers and how those 

new arrivals have impacted them differently, despite that they all belong to the same 

category of Swedish women. The approached themes create a dense and complex picture 

that is difficult to generalize, in spite of a small number of informants. There is not one 

unique positionality, and the viewpoints and beliefs of the informants are more complex. 

The informants use different perspectives to answer the same questions. They can hold 

different opinions despite that they share the same degree of contact with male 

newcomers, first-hand experience or no contact or, share the same religious beliefs. 

Moreover, they can hold similar opinions but for different, sometimes opposite reasons 

(i.e. criticism on the management of the crisis). Nevertheless, it is still possible to 

demonstrate that the informants who have been in contact with male newcomers hold a 

rather favorable opinion about those men and rather reject the picture displaying male 

newcomers as threats to the society. They however do not excuse those who have acted 

unlawfully. While the informants who have not had first-hand experience with male 

newcomers are more cautious on their opinion towards them. They may not be less 

welcoming but they see the situation with more reserve. It is however still necessary to 

outline that this interpretation is to be taken with caution. 

Before concluding, it is important to understand the eight themes approached in this study 

on a more general level. They have yielded three different focuses and have shared an 

extensive answer to the research question. The first one is the Swedish state and its 

management of the refugee crisis and thus the high number of arrivals. The second one 

focuses on male newcomers themselves and to what extent they can benefit to the 

Swedish society on account of their personality and identity. The third one inspects the 

awareness and reactions of the informants vis-à-vis male newcomers and the potential 

significance. The themes and focuses, and therefore the opinions of the informants on 

those, are interlinked. The opinions of the informants on one theme influence their 

opinions on another. When the themes and therefore the viewpoints of Swedish women 

are examined together, the following general issues are outlined. 

The image of the threatful migrant raises the question of whether male newcomers are 

suitable for the Swedish society. Swedish women evaluate the degree of integration, 

kindness and overall compatibility of male newcomers with a life in Sweden. How can 
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they benefit to the Swedish society? Are they good individuals? Can they adapt and 

change their values to be in compliance with the Swedish society?  The patriarchal 

background of some male newcomers is put in conversation with the values of (gender) 

equality and democracy which are inherent to the European way of life, the Swedish way 

of life. The values and ways of life of male newcomers can seem threatful to the well-

being and the well-management of the Swedish state. Nonetheless, if those men are taught 

how to live in Sweden and if they are supported and helped by individuals, communities 

and the Swedish state, they can integrate into the Swedish society. 

Moreover, a comparison between Swedes and those from outside Sweden is made by the 

informants. They use it to explain their relationship with male newcomers, with the 

Swedish society and to demonstrate if male newcomers are deemed of integrating the 

society, of getting support. The degree of engagement of the informants and their 

viewpoints on the research question determine whether they get closer to male newcomers 

or distance themselves. Most of the informants rather get closer to male newcomers and 

this is shown by their speech and their actions. That is to say by calling them “brothers,” 

by welcoming them in their convent or home, by treating them like family and by 

highlighting that they are beneficial to the Swedish society. Furthermore, the power and 

gender relationship, which puts in opposition Swedish women and male newcomers and 

outlined in the introduction, is not present in the discussion. Such strong differentiation 

has not been highlighted. Instead, similarities between the two groups are put forward to 

explain why those male newcomers should be helped, why they are nice, why they are 

similar to the Swedish population. 

By highlighting that there are no differences between them and male newcomers, the 

informants show that those men are equal human beings. Most informants hold caring, 

generous and welcoming attitudes towards those men, which provides a window on 

Swedish humanism. The respect of human rights is at the heart of the discussion, such as 

the rights to integrate the Swedish society, rights to receive help and rights to be equal. 

Furthermore, the Christian belief of brotherly and unconditional love for others is shown 

by many, whether they are Christians or not.  

Furthermore, the notion of Swedishness, of a Swedish identity is approached indirectly 

in the answers of the informants. More specifically, some Swedish values are put in 

opposition to the actions of the engaged women and to the reactions of other members of 
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the Swedish society. The Swedish tendencies to have a close circle of family and friends 

and to not extend generosity to strangers are put in contrast with the Swedish value of 

humanitarianism supported by some informants. Additionally, the Swedish values of 

humanitarianism, avoiding conflict and equality are put in opposition with the unlawful 

acts perpetrated by some male newcomers and their patriarchal background. 

As for the Swedish state, it has been repeatedly criticized along with its response to the 

refugee crisis. Although the answers of the informants show that the Swedish state has 

not acted appropriately for different reasons, because of the open border policy or on the 

contrary because of the restrictions on immigration. It has been outlined that the Swedish 

state has not been able to handle the refugee crisis and to take charge of male newcomers. 

The latter have not been given the tools and opportunities to integrate successfully in the 

country. Moreover, the Swedish state does not support newcomers equally. No support 

and guidance from the Swedish state consequently contribute to frustration for those 

newcomers, which can later lead them to commit unlawful acts. The overall opinion 

shows that the refugee crisis has brought many issues in Sweden. Many things need to be 

improved in the way the Swedish state handles the arrival and the integration of 

newcomers in general, and male newcomers more specifically.  

Finally, the opinions of the informants on male newcomers and their reactions vis-à-vis 

them can be explained by their relationships with strangers, their political and social 

engagements. Moreover, most informants have been impacted by the arrival of male 

newcomers directly or indirectly, therefore their opinions on male newcomers have been 

as well. Their family, their relationship with friends and partners, their everyday life, their 

habits, their mobility in Sweden, their opinion on the Swedish state and government have 

been affected by the refugee crisis and the high number of male newcomers. Tragic events 

associated to those men (whether tragic deaths of migrants or sexual assaults or knife 

attacks perpetrated by male newcomers) have had effects on the informants and their 

perception of those men as well. 
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7. Concluding Remarks  

The present research on the topic of male newcomers through the eyes of Swedish women 

has brought me hindsight on the Swedish population and overall on the country I have 

studied and lived in for the last months. Notably, immigration and gender equality are 

two concepts at the heart of Sweden’s society and construction. For this reason, the case 

study of male newcomers who have arrived in Sweden since 2015, and the related societal 

debate is a perfect example to examine the potential clash between immigration and 

gender equality, thus inspecting the gender perspective of immigration to Sweden during 

the refugee crisis. Through the conduct, transcription, analysis and interpretation of 

interviews, through the selection of the relevant scholarship to set the research in the 

European, Swedish and research context, the different viewpoints of Swedish women on 

male newcomers who arrived in Sweden during the refugee crisis and the impact of their 

arrival on those women are outlined and justified, therefore answering the research 

question. Eight themes are identified and they bring together an understanding of the issue 

under different angles.  

 

7.1. Summary of the findings 

In order to understand how Swedish women specifically reflect on male newcomers who 

have arrived in Sweden since the 2015 refugee crisis and assess the possible impact of 

those arrivals on themselves and the Swedish society, it is essential to comprehend how 

they remember this peculiar period of time and their experience. Sister Karin welcomed 

many families of newcomers within her convent as a response to the large-scale 

immigration to Sweden. The help provided by Sister Karin reflects the rise of new 

arrivals. More and more people were welcomed in Sweden at the beginning of the refugee 

crisis and this has significantly impacted Sister Karin’s everyday life.  When later in 2015, 

the Swedish government implemented restrictionist immigration policies, displayed as 

the “Sweden’s own Berlin wall” in the media, Christina directly experienced them at the 

Swedish borders with Denmark. She judges the check-in too severe along with the overall 

immigration policies. According to her, more people should have been accepted in the 

country. In contrast, Eva Wallin, from the Christian Democrats, suggests that the 

restrictive policies were a good thing and therefore disapproves the Swedish utopian ideal 
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of generosity and helpfulness. She implies that welcoming a high number of newcomers 

endangered the country. 

The informants remember the refugee crisis as a peculiar and agitated time. They question 

the Swedish government’s capacity to manage the refugee crisis and the large-scale 

immigration. Both Susan and Lisa Blomqvist have been in contact with refugees, 

although they do not give the same arguments. Susan declares that the integration of 

newcomers can be difficult because of the refugees themselves and their non-assistance 

by the Swedish state. The informant highlights that newcomers settle in parallel societies 

to the Swedish majority society. She outlines that to successfully integrate in the Swedish 

society, newcomers need to be offered an adequate education, therefore building a bridge 

between them and the Swedish society. Since they come to Sweden with a different 

background, sometimes patriarchal, they need to learn Swedish values in order to 

successfully integrate. While the other informant, Lisa Blomqvist assesses that the 

integration of newcomers is crucial for preserving small rural Swedish communities. 

Indeed, those communities have suffered from a demographic and economic decline. The 

settlement of newcomers in those areas are proved to preserve the communities from 

disappearing, and this is outlined in the research by Hedlund et al.  

After determining the general viewpoints of Swedish women on the refugee crisis, the 

arrival of newcomers in Sweden, and the ability of the Swedish state to handle that 

situation, the present study investigates their points of view on the specific research group 

of male newcomers. The informants reflect on male newcomers and their adjustment to 

the Swedish society in a different way. The degree of malleability, of change and 

adaptation as defined by the researchers Soylu Yalcinkaya et al., is assessed differently 

by the two informants chosen for this theme (who do not have common experience vis-

à-vis male newcomers). The responsibility to integrate is given to different parties, guides 

coming from the Swedish society or the newcomers themselves. Malin Aghed, who works 

with those men, determines that they are malleable. They can adjust their values to 

Sweden easily and therefore successfully integrate the Swedish society, only if they are 

given a guidance from Swedish people, from people who know the habits and customs of 

the country. Consequently, she points out that male newcomers cannot learn Swedish 

rules, values and how to appropriately live in Sweden if no one explains those policies 

and practices to them. While Joanna Sjölander, who, based on our interview, does not 
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have first-hand experience with newcomers like Malin Aghed does, believes that 

newcomers need to adapt to Sweden on their own. They need to comprehend by 

themselves what is acceptable to do and what is not. Although, she considers that the 

values of newcomers are intrinsic and cannot be replaced quickly to new ones, in this case 

to Swedish values. She argues that a change of values takes several generations. 

Furthermore, the informants acknowledge that some male newcomers have acted wrong. 

They try to explain how those men came to do wrong actions. Both Sister Karin and Eva 

Wallin determine that male newcomers experience social and economic uncertainty when 

they arrive to Sweden, leading them to illegal activities, such as drug dealing, and more 

severe incidents where the lives of others are put in danger. Although, the informants do 

not explain those actions in the same way despite that they are from the same religious 

belief. Their viewpoints are put in parallel with the concept of fundamental goodness 

shaped by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Sister Karin assesses that male newcomers are 

fundamentally good but are however corrupted by the Swedish state which does not assist 

them in their integration. While Eva Wallin argues that some male newcomers have 

mental issues (which make them not fundamentally good) and lead them to act unlawfully 

and dangerously. 

The informants reflect differently on male newcomers in Sweden. They neither react in 

the same way nor use the same arguments. Malin Aghed and Fredrika Gårdfeldt, who 

both have been in contact with newcomers since the refugee crisis, use empathy and 

closeness to explain their reaction towards the arrival of male newcomers in Sweden. 

Malin Aghed puts herself in the shoes of a mother who needs to send her child to 

Afghanistan in order to protect him or her. She consequently points out that she wishes 

her child would be taken in, in the same way she has done for the unaccompanied Afghan 

minor she welcomed. While Fredrika Gårdfeldt empathizes for male newcomers as well. 

She relies on the Greek concepts of philoxenia and agape, respectively building a 

brotherly and universal love for them. She disregards any boundaries that can be between 

them. Whereas, Eva Wallin, who is of Christian faith like Fredrika Gårdfeldt, does not 

feel the same way. She creates a distance between her and newcomers. She rather feels 

caution with them since she explains that she does not know their identities or their 

purpose to settle in Sweden. 
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The informants do not agree to the same level of care and support towards male 

newcomers. Nonetheless they criticize the decisions taken by the Swedish state with 

regards to newcomers and highlighted its dysfunction. The state was put to the test by the 

refugee crisis but not for the same reasons according to Anette Pettersson and Eva Wallin. 

Anette Pettersson suggests that all newcomers coming to Sweden should benefit from 

human equality, which implies equal dignity, empathy and trust. This is in line with the 

concept of fellow humanness highlighted by the researcher Jochen Kleres. She however 

determines that those essential values were not upheld by the Swedish state during the 

refugee crisis, and that newcomers were not treated appropriately. Her opinion on care 

and support towards newcomers therefore tends towards the exceptionalist discourse 

given at the beginning of the refugee crisis. While Eva Wallin shows that a distinction 

should be made for people who want to enter Sweden and they therefore should be treated 

differently. She outlines that a balance needs to be found between newcomers who need 

help and protection from the Swedish state and those who can be helped from their 

countries of origin. Her opinion matches with the restrictionist discourse of the Swedish 

state several months into the refugee crisis. 

The informants have all shared their opinions on male newcomers who have come to 

Sweden since the refugee crisis, which is the focus of this study. Although, some of them 

steer the conversation towards female newcomers to explain the higher ratio of men and 

thus the gender inequality in immigration. Fredrika Gårdfeldt and Emma determine that 

female newcomers (and those intending to leave their home country) have a more difficult 

life than men’s because of the Swedish state. Fredrika Gårdfeldt indicates that the first 

instance of gender inequality between newcomers is created in their country of origin, in 

Afghanistan or Saudi Arabia. She explains that women struggle, do not hold the same 

rights than men in those countries and cannot leave their country as they please, which 

has been investigated by the United Nations. The second instance of gender inequality is 

generated by the Swedish state itself. Through selling arms to countries where women’s 

rights are obstructed, the Swedish state reinforces the power of those countries and 

indirectly supports their cause. While the other informant, Emma, looks at the issue of 

gender inequality between newcomers in Sweden more specifically. She highlights that 

the Swedish state has implemented projects mainly pointing out at male newcomers. She 

outlines the Nordic gender equality paradox (assessed in research by Birte Siim) between 
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Sweden, being recognized as gender equal, and the reality when the integration of 

newcomers is not equal between men and women.  

Finally, the informants reflect on male newcomers who have come to Sweden since the 

2015 refugee crisis and how it has shaped the society, politics, and the public opinion. 

Some informants, through their engagement, have had their lives impacted. Malin Aghed 

and Maria have welcomed unaccompanied minors and it has therefore shaped their 

families. Both have lost contact with people who did not understand their level of 

commitment and generosity. The Swedish tendency to a limited circle of family and 

friends and limited generosity to others formulated by Åke Daun and Susan Sontag can 

be the cause of this distance. In contrast, the engagement of the socially engaged woman 

may not impact her identity, her sense of belonging to Sweden. In the case of Maria, her 

sense of belonging to Sweden is not impacted by a new family member. Her sense of 

belonging was already ambivalent before. Indeed, the Swedish society judges belonging 

to body features rather than birthright and consequently conditions her belonging because 

she does not look like the archetype of the white and blond Swedish woman assessed in 

the research of Linda Sandberg. 

 

7.2. Limitations of the study  

It is necessary to present the limitations of the present study. It is a qualitative study and 

therefore does not to represent the opinions of every single Swedish woman. Its purpose 

is to comprehend in detail how the fifteen informants make sense of the arrival of male 

newcomers into their country and to what extent it has affected them personally. It is 

rather complex to show this large panel of thoughts in its entirety as each woman can 

answer one same question with a different perspective in mind. Furthermore, most of the 

women interviewed hold a positive opinion on male newcomers and newcomers in 

general. Only two women hold more reserved opinions. Therefore, the spectrum of 

opinion offered in this study is rather limited. Additionally, I do not go into further details 

than what is present in this study, due to a limited time and wordcount. Consequently, 

this master thesis only shares one small answer to the research question. Other aspects, 

which were discussed in the interviews, could not be further exposed in the final version, 

in particular how Swedish women specifically reflect on the narrative of the threatful 

migrant relayed in some medium and political parties as well as the possible impact on 
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their behavior. Moreover, I acknowledge that the supporting theory in the analysis and 

interpretation of the interview can be expanded, however for the aim of this study, I find 

it sufficient. 

This research can still however be used as a starting point in research. The information 

shared by the interviewees and interpreted in this master thesis can initiate further 

investigation. 

 

7.3. Further research 

After completion of this present study, other perspectives of research are outlined and 

need further investigation. For the sake of a larger panel of thoughts, it is relevant to 

interview more women who disagree with the high number of arrivals in Sweden and tend 

to be against immigration.  

Furthermore, it is relevant to address the issue of gender and immigration the other way 

around. That is to say to interview male newcomers, who have arrived in Sweden since 

the refugee crisis, and to ask them how they reflect on Swedish women and their thoughts 

on the dichotomous public opinion that displays them as human beings and threats.  

Additionally, another research perspective can be studied alongside gender and 

immigration, religion. During the refugee crisis, a large part of newcomers came from 

Muslim countries to settle in Sweden, country in which Christianity has always had a 

strong presence. That consequently raises the question of whether those two compounds 

are compatible. Moreover, religious institutions have held a significant role in helping 

newcomers during the refugee crisis. In particular, the work of the Church of Sweden can 

be further investigated and put in perspective on the national and international level. 

Overall, the religious aspect in immigration and gender studies can bring a fruitful 

analysis within the European and Swedish contexts.  
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Annex 1: Model of the email sent to potential informants 

(research project) 

Object: Master’s degree student seeking to interview socially engaged women in Sweden 

Dear [name], 

[1st sentence for version 1] My thesis supervisor Brian Palmer suggested me to get in 

contact with you. 

[1st sentence for version 2] [name of potential interviewee who gave me her 

name] suggested me to get in contact with you. 

I am currently studying jointly at the University of Groningen (The Netherlands) and 

Uppsala University. As a student originally from France, I am curious about Sweden’s 

welcoming of refugees and migrants since 2015 and about its gender dimension. I am 

focusing on the views and attitudes of socially engaged women in Sweden in relation to 

the arrival of male migrants and refugees to Sweden, [“the overwhelming majority of 

whom have been male.” added for interviewees who potentially tend to be more critical 

about newcomers] 

I am planning to interview women in Sweden, starting February 2021. If you are willing 

to participate, the interview will involve open-ended questions regarding your thoughts 

and experiences on migration and gender in Sweden in recent years. The interview might 

be 30 minutes or more, depending on your schedule. It can be anonymous if you prefer, 

in which case I will leave out your name and other identifying information from my thesis. 

Interviews can be done online via Skype or Zoom, or face-to-face while taking COVID-

19 precautions such as meeting outdoors and wearing masks. If it is okay with you, I will 

record the interview. After completion of my master thesis, the data will be destroyed.  

If you are a woman in Sweden who might be willing to share some reflections on this 

theme in the course of an interview, or if you have questions about the project, kindly get 

in touch with me by email at laure.uhlen@hotmail.fr. Your point of view will be a 

valuable part of my research. 

 

With thanks, 

mailto:laure.uhlen@hotmail.fr
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Laure Uhlen  

University of Groningen and Uppsala University 

laure.uhlen@hotmail.fr 

Supervisor at Uppsala University: Dr Brian Palmer 

 

P.S.  Brian told me to send you warm greetings. [only for those who were were suggested 

by him] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:laure.uhlen@hotmail.fr
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Annex 2: Timeline of the interviews and the overall process  

February 2- February 12, 2021: creation of the presentation of my project, choice of 

informants. 

February 15- March 22, 2021: conduct of the interviews and writing of their transcripts. 

February 12, 2021: 1st round of emails (names were suggested by Brian Palmer.) Emails 

were sent to 8 potential informants, out of which, 4 women have been interviewed and 3 

others have been interviewed because they have been recommended to me by a potential 

informant who could not be interviewed. 

February 17, 2021: 2nd round of emails (names were suggested by Brian Palmer.) Emails 

were sent to 17 potential informants, out of which, 4 women have been interviewed and 

3 others have been interviewed because they have been recommended to me by potential 

informants who could not be interviewed 

March 1, 2021: 3rd round of emails (names were suggested by Brian Palmer or found on 

Swedish political parties’ websites, for instance the Christian Democrats, Moderates, 

Sweden Democrats, Moderate Youth, Christian Democrats Youth.) Emails were sent to 

1 woman suggested by Brian Palmer and 24 politicians, out of which, 2 politicians have 

been interviewed. 

March-April 2021: preliminary analysis and coding. 

Mid May- End June 2021: writing of the “Methodology and Ethical Considerations” and 

“Analysis and Interpretation” sections. 

End June-Mid July 2021: writing of the “Introduction,” “Overview” and “Conclusion.” 

Mid-July- End July 2021: revision of the chapters. 
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Annex 3: Table 1: referencing informants 

Name Status/job/relevance Method of contact Date of 

interview 

Online/offline 

Maria Has taken in an 

unaccompanied 

minor 

Brian Palmer February 15, 

2021 

Zoom 

Malin Aghed Has taken in an 

unaccompanied 

minor and wrote a 

book about this 

experience 

Brian Palmer February 18, 

2021 

Zoom 

Emma Has worked in 

culture and political 

sectors 

Brian Palmer February 24, 

2021 

Zoom 

Fredrika 

Gårdfeldt 

One of the heads of 

the Goda Grannar 

project in 

Stockholm (Good 

Neighbors) / 

Swedish Church 

Potential 

informant 

February 25, 

2021 

Zoom  

Lisa Blomqvist Has worked at 

Skolverket 

Brian Palmer February 26, 

2021 

Zoom 

Susan Has worked with 

refugees / Swedish 

Church 

Potential 

informant 

March 1, 2021 Zoom 

Sister Karin Has sheltered 

refugees in her 

convent / Swedish 

Church 

Brian Palmer March 2, 2021 At her convent 

(Alsike Church, 

Knivsta) 

Sofia Sörner 

Zaremba 

Has participated in 

the work done by 

the Church of 

Potential 

informant 

March 5, 2021 Zoom 
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Sweden in 2015-

2016 

Anette 

Pettersson 

Has worked in the 

field of democracy 

and youth 

Brian Palmer March 9, 2021 Zoom 

Woman #1 Has worked in inter 

faith organization 

Brian Palmer March 9, 2021 Zoom 

Joanna 

Sjölander 

Member of the 

Moderate Women’s 

Central Board 

Online/Official 

website of the 

Moderate Party 

March 10, 2021 Zoom 

Maja  Has worked with 

refugees in a parish 

/ Church of Sweden 

Potential 

informant 

March 11, 2021 Zoom 

Christina Has worked for 

MSF Sweden / 

Greek 

Potential 

informant 

March 11, 2021 Skype  

Researcher (not 

included in this 

master thesis) 

Researcher in the 

field of racism 

Brian Palmer March 12, 2021 Phone 

Eva Wallin 1st vice president of 

the Christian 

Democrats 

Women’s 

Federation Board  

Online/Official 

website of the 

Christian 

Democrats 

March 15, 2021 Zoom 

Inger Awenlöf Has worked with 

refugees / Swedish 

Church 

Potential 

informant 

March 22, 2021 Zoom 
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Annex 4: Design of the interviews 

How do you remember the events of Autumn 2015? What was your own role? How did 

you feel? What do you think of the stop in the arrival of refugees a bit later? 

How did you perceive the arrival of male migrants and refugees to Sweden during the 

refugee crisis?  

→Where do you position yourself vis-à-vis male migrants and refugees? 

→How do you represent a typical male migrant or refugee coming to Sweden?  

→Would you say their arrival has had a particular impact on you? 

➔ On your own identity 

o On how you feel as Swedish 

▪ What is your definition of being Swedish?  

• Does it has to do with identity, citizenship, language, 

values, living here? 

o How do you position yourself vis-à-vis your 

Swedish identity? Swedishness? How do you 

construct your Swedish identity? 

o On how you feel as a woman 

o On your (Swedish) values 

▪ Gender equality 

• How do you position yourself vis-à-vis gender equality? 

• Do you see a link between gender equality and the arrival 

of male migrants and refugees? What’s your 

understanding? [Gender issues, incidents, values] 

o On your sense of belonging to a particular community 

o On your sense of Swedish citizenship 

▪ How do you position yourself vis-à-vis Swedish citizenship? On 

how to get it? [reference to male migrants and refugees and 

obtaining the Swedish citizenship] 

▪ As being an active citizen, how did the arrival of migrants and 

refugees impact your active citizenship? Do you think your active 
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citizenship has an impact on how you perceive male migrants and 

refugees who came to Sweden? 

• Do you see a link between gender equality, Swedish 

citizenship and the integration of male migrants and 

refugees in the Swedish society? 

→ Do you think you have been influenced in your point of view by certain 

events/incidents, by the media, by politicians, by your own community, by your 

organization?  

➔ What do you think about how media, politicians perceive the male migrant or 

refugee who came to Sweden?  

➔ Do you think your own Swedish identity, Swedish citizenship have been shaken 

up?  

 

Why? Can you give me more details on what you’ve just said? 

Do you have an understanding of this particular theory? Do you have a theory in mind 

that is related to that? 

Do you think there is something else relevant I should know? 
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Annex 5: Coding process  

Open coding 

Step 1: To highlight relevant quotes from each interview. 

Step 2: To create themes (9) according to the topics we discussed and the questions I 

asked the interviewees. 

1. Their remembrance of the welcoming of refugees.  

2. Their remembrance of the restrictions put in place by Sweden. 

3. Their opinion on Sweden’s politics/society in general and refugee crisis.  

4. Their perception/opinion/relationship of/on/with male refugees and migrants.  

5. Their point of view on related events or narratives on the male refugee and migrant.  

6. Their point of view on the integration of male refugee.  

7. Opinion influenced by anything/any other party.  

8. The impact of (the arrival of) male refugees and migrants on their identity as Swedish 

female citizens.  

9. Their opinion on the relationship between the Swedish value of gender equality and 

male refugees and migrants in Sweden. 

Later the themes 1, 2 and 3 became one theme only entitled “Contextualization: Their 

remembrance and opinion on Sweden’s politics during the refugee crisis” (theme 1.) 

 

Axial coding 

Step 3: From the highlighted segments, I have created different codes and sub codes with 

related quotes (and the page number) for each interview. 

Step 4: The many codes and sub-codes were allocated one of the 9 themes. 

Step 5: For each theme, which interviewee talked about that theme and mention which 

codes. 
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Selective coding 

Step 6: For each theme, choose 2 to 4 relevant quotes that could be used to present the 

topic and that represent one code. 

Step 7: Revision of the themes 

1. How do Swedish women remember the refugee crisis in Sweden? [from the old 

theme: Contextualization: Their remembrance and opinion on Sweden’s politics 

during the refugee crisis] 

2. How do Swedish women assess the capacity of Sweden to manage a high number 

of new arrivals? [from the old theme: point of view on the integration of male 

refugees and migrants] 

3. How malleable are refugees, according to Swedish women? [from the old theme: 

Point of view on the integration of male refugee] 

4. How do Swedish women make sense of fundamental goodness vis-à-vis male 

newcomers? [from the old theme: Point of view on related narratives on male 

newcomers: Justification] 

5. To what extent do Swedish women empathize with and feel compassion for male 

newcomers? [from the old theme: Perception of male newcomers] 

6. How do Swedish women evaluate who was worthy of care and support during the 

refugee crisis, in parallel with Sweden’s response? [from the old theme: 

Perception of male newcomers] 

7. How do Swedish women reflect on gender inequality in immigration? [from the 

old theme: Their opinion on the relationship between the Swedish value of gender 

equality and new arrivals]  

8. To what extent were Swedish women personally impacted by their engagement 

with male newcomers? [from the old themes: Opinion influenced by any other; 

Impact on their identity] 

 

Example of coding 

Step 1: To highlight a quote I find interesting. 

There is an integration issue. Needy people, with a migration background, 

have no chance in terms of integration. They do not have access to good 

schools where they are taught Swedish values. Some people who have 
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immigrated to Sweden have their own areas within cities. They live in small 

parallel worlds. We want to integrate them but how can we do it properly? 

Especially when they come from patriarchal societies. - Susan 

Step 2: Which sub-code and code could it be linked to? 

Sub-code: They can live separate from Swedish society. Code: Negative point of view on 

integration.  

Step 3: In which of the themes (first and second versions) can it be included? 

In the 1st version: Their point of view on the integration of male refugees and migrants. 

In the 2nd version: How do those women assess the capacity of Sweden to manage a high 

number of new arrivals? 

Step 4: Can it be used to present one theme? Is the quote relevant enough? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


