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Abstract  

This study seeks to understand how young Swedish Jews experience their Jewishness in 

contemporary Sweden. Many have tried to understand Jewishness through surveys. However, 

this study uses a qualitative approach as well as the lens of lived religion and theories of practice 

to move focus to how people do their Jewishness. This means focusing on how young people 

make sense of their Jewishness by what they do and how it feels for them. Through ethnographic 

interviews, shared experiences and by using the insider/researcher position as a tool, the 

ambiguous ways in which young Swedish Jews do their Jewishness becomes visible. As the 

results show, young Swedish Jews carry out both individual and communal Jewish practices. 

Doing Jewishness on your own can mean doing “weird things”; to carry out unconventional, 

self-created, Jewish practices. It can also be about carrying on tradition; meaning reproducing 

more traditional Jewish practices, but with a high level of agency. When doing Jewishness 

together a “magical feeling of togetherness” and feelings of belonging showed to be important 

aspects. Ultimately, all these Jewish practices are formed by ambiguous elements such as 

creativity, temporality, agency, and negotiation. When doing Jewishness, regardless of whether 

it is about going to synagogue: “goggan”, planting avocado seeds, or creating your own 

interpretation of kosher, the young Swedish Jews negotiate between what is meaningful for 

them and what is possible in the context of the majority society. In sum, this alternative 

approach to Jewish experience, where its meaning is not predetermined by researchers or Jewish 

institutions, can challenge our understanding of what it means to be a young Jew in Sweden 

today. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Around the turn of the millennium, Lars Dencik asks the question “How do you Jew?” in his 

search to understand Jewish experience in Sweden. The wordplay wishes to turn focus towards 

how Jews do their Jewishness, instead of how one thinks about it or how it is defined by Jewish 

institutions. When formulating the question, Dencik addresses a field of Jewish experience that 

is formed by a quantitative trend of Jewish identity surveys. Jews around the world are 

encouraged to define their experiences by ticking the box that fits the most. Do you believe in 

God, yes or no? Are you Orthodox, Conservative, or Reform? Those who find the survey 

constructors' constructions of Jewishness unsatisfying are referred to boxes such as “other”, 

“none of them” or “I don’t know”. In this study, I want to depart from what can be find between 

the rigid categories of predetermined Jewishness and search for what hides in the other, none 

of them, and I don’t knows. Instead of being constructed by researchers, Jewishness will be 

carved out by those who experience it, which in the case of this study is young Swedish Jews. 

Young people, I believe, are the best representatives for how aspects such as individualism, 

digitalization, and globalization has formed something as age-old as Judaism. The most 

appropriate tool when seeking to understand ambiguous Jewish experiences is to elaborate 

further on how people do their Jewishness. This means taking the question of “How do you 

Jew?” even more literally, by being in the field, co-present when Jewishness is done, felt, and 

lived by young Swedish Jews.  

Twenty years after Dencik’s question, research on contemporary Jewish experience in Sweden 

is left without enough sociologically satisfying answers. Existing research continues to follow 

the quantitative tick-a-box trend that I earlier mentioned. When it comes to young Jewish 

experience, the answers are even fewer. Still, there are non-academic clues, such as social media 

material as well as literature where young Swedish Jews invite us to experience how they make 

sense of their Jewishness. With inspiration from Dencik’s suggestion and from the 

phenomenological lived religion turn in religious studies as well as the practice turn in 

sociology, I wish to reformulate the question and ask: How do you really Jew? If we leave our 

predetermined understandings of what Jewishness is behind and allow it to be ambiguous, 

complex, and even contradictory, we might see that what it means to be Jewish today was not 

what we expected in the first place. Sometimes, for example, doing Jewishness means planting 

your own avocado.   
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Purpose and research questions  

What this exploratory study seeks to understand is contemporary Jewish experiences of young 

Swedish Jews. Departing from a critique of the tradition of quantitative identity studies in the 

field of Jewish experience, this study aims to take another route. The concept of doing 

Jewishness has been suggested as an alternative, a concept I will work further with. Instead of 

classifying Jewishness into closed categories with a predetermined understanding of its 

meaning, a focus on doing Jewishness means seeking to understand Jewish experience through 

what people do, how it feels for them and which emotions they attach to their practices. This 

approach can show the ambiguities that are not captured by rigid categories, and it provides a 

different view of what Jewishness means for those doing and experiencing it.  

In this study, I aim for the lived experience of Jewishness through mapping how Jewishness is 

done and felt by young Swedish Jews today. The guiding research questions for this study are:  

• How and when do young Swedish Jews experience their Jewishness? 

• How can the relation between experience and practice be understood when it comes to 

Jewishness?  

The first research question has an empirical purpose and aims to seek understanding of young 

people's Jewish experience in an exploratory way. The second question has a theoretical 

purpose, which is to take doing more literally. This question aims to understand how doing 

Jewishness is intertwined with the experience of Jewishness. 

Disposition  

This master thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter one introduces the reader to the subject, 

first with an introduction of the study, thereafter its purpose and research questions followed 

by an introduction to Jewish life in Sweden. In chapter two, I frame the field of the sociology 

of Jewishness by highlighting relevant concepts and discussions in the field. Chapter three 

presents the study’s theoretical framework where a critique of rigid categories is presented and 

thereafter the two main theoretical points of departure; practice theory and lived religion. 

Chapter four covers my methodological approach where the study’s phenomenological account 

of reality is discussed, my position as an insider/researcher as well as discussions of how the 

empirical work has been carried out. In chapter five, the most extensive part of the study, the 

material from the ethnographic interviews and shared experiences are presented and analyzed. 

Lastly, chapter six contains a concluding discussion of what this study has offered as well as 

suggestions for further research. A glossary of Jewish concepts can be found in Appendix 1.  
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Jewish life in Sweden 

In 1774, Aaron Isaac, a Jew from Brandenburg Germany, boarded a mail boat in Stralsund that 

would take him to Sweden. In the following year, he received a permit for himself, and some 

other Jews to settle permanently in Sweden without having to abandon their religion. This was 

the real beginning of Jewish life in Sweden. Initially, Jews in Sweden were forced to obey 

certain laws. In 1782, so-called Jew regulations (Judereglementet) were introduced, which 

regulated the Jews’ settlement in Sweden. For example, only those who possessed a large 

fortune had the right to settle, limited to three cities (Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Norrköping), 

and marrying Swedes was forbidden. It was first in 1838 that Jews were to obey Swedish law 

entirely and thereby legally emancipated from special regulations1 (Carlsson, 2021). For a long 

time, Jewish life in Sweden has been dependent on continuous immigrant waves. Today, the 

Swedish Jews are a vivid and stable minority, independent of immigration that constantly 

recreates itself in relation to the majority society. In 2000, Jews got a status as a national 

minority in Sweden with the support of the Council of Europe’s convention on historic 

minorities. The motivation was that the Jewish minority had lived so long in Sweden that it 

forms an integral part of the nation, but with an ethnic and cultural distinctiveness whose 

survival would be ensured through public support (Carlsson, 2021, pp. 347). 

Today, Jewish life in Sweden is characterized by two important trends: increased antisemitism 

and an increased interest among Jews and non-Jews in Jewish culture, religion, and history, 

including the Holocaust (Carlsson, 2021). Another interesting aspect is that the Jewish 

population seems to be increasing, but at the same time the members of the Jewish 

congregations are decreasing (ibid). Jewish congregations can today be found in Stockholm, 

Gothenburg, Malmö, and Helsingborg. Concurrently, there are smaller Jewish associations in 

Uppsala, Västerås, Norrköping, Lund, and Borås (The Official Council of Swedish Jewish 

Communities, n.d.). For young Jewish association life, the Swedish Union of Jewish Youth 

(JUS) is a key player. JUS promotes Jewish child- and youth life in Sweden through their 

member associations and represents these in society, towards the government, politicians, 

media, and decision-makers to create an active Jewish life for young people in Sweden (JUS, 

2022). At present, JUS has 19 active member associations which pursue various types of 

activities for Jewish youth around the country. The associations and activities take a lot of 

 
1 For further reading about Jewish history in Sweden: Carlsson, Carl, H. (2021). Judarnas historia i Sverige. 

Stockholm: Natur & Kultur.  
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different forms as Shabbat2 dinners, parties, camps, gaming events, and film clubs, to mention 

a few. JUS also runs the largest Jewish Instagram account in Sweden; @stoltjude. Since 2015, 

the account has been guested by new young Swedish Jews every week that have shared their 

life stories with its nearly 6000 followers3. 

So, what does Jewish life in Sweden look like from a sociological point of view? What does it 

mean to be a Swedish Jew? Within sociology, Lars Dencik is the most prominent scholar who 

has frequently written about Jewishness in Sweden in recent decades. Around the turn of the 

century, a major survey study was conducted that aimed at mapping the Jewish experiences of 

Swedish Jews (Dencik, 2009). Dencik's works mentioned here are based on this data. When 

Swedish Jews (registered as members of the Jewish Congregations in Sweden) were asked how 

they define the Jewish group in Sweden, a big majority (65,3%) answered: “primarily as part 

of the Jewish people”, while a smaller group (4,5%) answered “primarily as a religious group” 

(Dencik & Marosi, 2007). In his essay “The Dialectics of the Diaspora: On the Art of Being 

Jewish in the Swedish Modernity”, Dencik (2011) explores the background of how the Swedish 

Jews regard themselves as an ethnically separate group that has developed a particular “Jewish 

way of life”. He agrees with other researchers who define Sweden as the world’s most modern 

and most secular country (Pettersson and Esmer, 2008) with a distinct institutionalized 

individualism (Berggren and Trägårdh, 2006). In Sweden we find a  

democracy which more systematically than any other has institutionalized individualism, that more than 

others is committed to equality between various groups, a country that has accepted more law and 

conventions against all kinds of discrimination than most other countries and which also stronger than most 

is devoted to the protection of citizens’ equal and human rights […] (Dencik, 2011, pp. 123).  

When elaborating an understanding of Jewish identity, Dencik focuses on how people who 

identify as Jews handle their Jewishness in the contemporary world and asks How do you Jew? 

(Dencik, 2002, pp. 77). He concludes that modern Swedish Jews have a primarily ethnocultural 

conception of what it means to be Jewish. The study shows that the strongest factor contributing 

to the feeling of being Jewish was “the feeling of having a Jewish personality”. Nevertheless, 

the study also shows that this is closely connected to a certain collective orientation, like loyalty 

to your Jewish heritage and the feeling of belonging with other Jews. Religious activities 

showed to have less importance to the Swedish Jew's personal sense of being Jewish. This 

 
2 The Jewish day of rest, Shabbat in Hebrew, begins on Friday at sundown and is welcomed with the traditional 

Friday night meal. 
3 22nd of June 2022.  
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ethnocultural conception of what it means to be Jewish is also seen in the ways people live as 

Jews in Sweden. Most for example have a mezuza4 on their doorpost, and almost everyone 

participates in the yearly Pesach5 and Hanukkah6 celebrations. Dencik argues that these Jewish 

practices are not the most religiously significant in Judaism, instead, they are the practices that 

are “national” in character. What is celebrated is belonging to a people rather than a relationship 

to God (Dencik, 2002).  

In a report from the Institute for Jewish Policy Research about Jewish identities in Europe from 

2021, Sweden is one of the countries that has been investigated where also separate data per 

country is available. The report shows that most Swedes define their Jewishness as ancestry-

based (78%) rather than religion-based (39%). The aspects of one’s Jewish identity that most 

Swedes considered “very important” was remembering the Holocaust (79%) and combating 

antisemitism (76%). Feeling part of the Jewish people got a lower frequency (56%) and 

believing in God the lowest (16%). Finally, when it came to defining how one expresses their 

Jewishness, a big majority of the Swedes did not identify with the normative denominations of 

Judaism (Orthodox, Conservative, Reform), but rather as “Just Jewish” (47%) (DellaPergola & 

Staetsky, 2021, pp. 24, 29, 42). 

It is true that Jews today, from a historical point of view, in some ways enjoy a life rather like 

the majority society. However, antisemitism is still a present part of Jew’s everyday life, and 

Sweden is not an exception. Recent reports from both the City of Malmö (Malmö Stad) and the 

Crime Prevention Council (Brottsförebyggande rådet) show how antisemitism affects the 

everyday lives of many Swedish Jews (Katzin, 2021; BRÅ, 2019). BRÅ's report shows that 

antisemitism is a phenomenon that takes place in different types of environments and contexts; 

in public places, at school, at work, at home, at Jewish institutions, and on the internet. This 

means that there are few places where Jews can move without having to feel fear or anxiety to 

be exposed. The severity of antisemitic expressions ranges from derogatory jokes about Jews, 

and offensive descriptions, to more severe antisemitic allegations, threats, and violent crimes. 

Also, Jews who are open with their Jewish identity or hold public positions are more likely to 

 
4 Mezuza is the parchment roll that according to Jewish custom is to be placed above every doorpost in a Jewish 

home. The mezuza itself consists of a small scroll of parchment on which are written two biblical passages. 
5 Pesach, the Passover feast, is a major Jewish holiday that celebrates the Exodus of the Israelites from slavery 

in Egypt. 
6 Hanukkah is the Jewish eight-day festival of lights, celebrated with a nightly menorah lighting, special prayers, 

and fried foods. The festival commemorates the recovery of Jerusalem and the subsequent rededication of the 

Second Temple at the beginning of the Maccabean Revolt against the Seleucid Empire in the second century 

BCE. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_holidays
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Exodus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israelites
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egypt
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be exposed, as they are easier to identify as Jewish (BRÅ, 2019, pp. 6-7). Moreover, in the City 

of Malmö’s report, all children and adolescents that have been interviewed experience that they 

are a target for hate (Katzin, 2021, pp. 52). Katzin summarizes that some central problems in 

school environments are the usage of the word “Jew” in condescending terms as well as jokes 

on the expense of Jews, conspiracy theories, and blaming Jews for actions of the state of Israel 

(2021, pp. 8). Another important aspect is not only direct but indirect violence of antisemitism. 

In the magazine Judisk Krönika, BRÅ's report is described with the words “the Star of David 

under the shirt and the hat over the kippa [authors translation7]” (Judisk Krönika, 2021, pp. 24). 

This means that a large part of the experience of antisemitism in Sweden is hiding one's 

Jewishness.  

Since the Jewish immigration has been fairly continuous, Carlsson (2021) states that a sort of 

triangular relationship can be discerned: the Christian majority society, the many well-

integrated Swedish Jews, and the foreign Jews that have newly arrived in Sweden. In other 

words, Carlsson states that the Swedish Jews always have been a heterogenous group. This is 

true for many aspects such as religiosity, socioeconomic differences as well as national or 

ethnical backgrounds (Carlsson, 2021, pp. 10-11). Besides, a great part of the Swedish Jews, 

both today and historically, have often been foreign-born. The official council of Swedish 

Jewish communities (Judiska Centralrådet) states that major waves of Jewish immigration to 

Sweden have been from Russia and Eastern Europe (1880-1930), Germany (1930s), Norway 

and Denmark (1942-1943), survivors from concentration and labor camps (1945), Hungary 

(1956), Czechoslovakia (1968), Poland (1968-1970), Israel (1970s) and Russia (1990-2005) 

(n.d).  

The recent non-academic publication @stoltjude: Om judiskt liv i Sverige shows an even more 

diverse reality of what it means for young people to be Jewish in Sweden today (Tojzner & 

Norrby, 2022). The book is based on content from JUS’s Instagram account with the same 

name. The book @stoltjude, as well as the Instagram account, shows a broader variety in 

national backgrounds than the Official Council of Swedish Jewish Communities’ description 

do. It includes individuals that have moved to Sweden not only because they had to, but for 

love, work, or new opportunities. Also, the book challenges the norm of an only Ashkenazi 

Jewish life in Sweden, something rarely problematized. The portraits of Swedish Jews with 

other ethnical backgrounds as French Sephardi, Moroccan, Iraqi, Yemenite, or South African, 

 
7 All translations are my own if not other is noted. 
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make it hard to disregard the diversity of Jews in the modern and globalized country that 

Sweden is today. The diversities also touch on aspects such as how young Swedes live as Jews: 

as gay, converted, religious, atheists, in bigger to smaller cities, from being active in a 

community to not having any Jewish friends at all. An important reason why these multiple 

perspectives on Jewish life in Sweden are seen is the democratizing power of social media, as 

well as the fact that the population has not been limited to only members of any Jewish 

congregation, which often has been the case in research. The complexities that are shown in the 

book @stoltjude, as well as the dominance of survey studies, make it necessary to reconsider 

Dencik’s question How do you Jew? with regard to young Jews in Sweden, as this study seeks 

to do. 
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Chapter 2: The sociology of Jewishness  

Judaism, Jewry, or Jewish experience, the latter one often defined by the term Jewishness, are 

subjects studied within several academic disciplines such as theology, religious studies, cultural 

studies, sociology of religion, cultural sociology, and anthropology. Jewish studies are also an 

independent field where many of the abovementioned disciplines meet and intertwine. From a 

sociological perspective, the term Jewishness is of the highest relevance, focusing on Jews' 

experience of being, participating, interacting, doing, and feeling Jewish. This chapter is my 

attempt to briefly present discussions within Jewish studies that are of importance for this study. 

To avoid this study becoming an introduction to Judaism but at the same time include all 

readers, I have created basic explanations of Jewish concepts in the footnotes as well as a 

glossary of these in appendix 1. Furthermore, I hope this framing of the field will show its 

structural and quantitative trends and its strong focus on the concept of identity. Thereby I also 

hope to substantiate the relevance of my approach, which searches for Jewishness beyond 

conventional and predetermined understandings of it.  

The Jewishness of sociology 

To better understand the far-reaching relationship between the sociology of Jews and Jews in 

sociology I would like to take the sociological reader back to our Genesis; the creation of 

sociology in the 19th century. Not only is our discipline very Jewish by means of that three of 

our most debated classics – Émile Durkheim, Karl Marx, and Georg Simmel – were Jews8. But 

even afterwards, the discipline of sociology has continued to have a disproportionate number 

of Jews among its leading practitioners, among them Robert K Merton, Erving Goffman, 

Maurice Halbwachs, Norbert Elias, Zygmunt Bauman, as well as many of the Frankfurt school 

theorists9. However, in 1955 Seymour Lipset problematized how “there are so many Jewish 

sociologists and so few sociologists of the Jews” (1955, pp. 177). Besides some famous 

examples, such as Max Weber’s Ancient Judaism, sociological studies on Jews were few. Lipset 

(1955) continues to describe the oddity of this undergrowth since Jews many times perfectly 

fitted the template for sociological interest as an ethnic and immigrant group. Furthermore, the 

Jewishness of sociology also means embeddedness in the fates of Jews. The consequences of 

 
8 Some would probably argue that Marx and Simmel rather were "of Jewish descent" due to their families' 

conversion to Christianity. Conversions among Jews during these times were common in Western Europe, and 

Germany in particular, often as a result of antisemitic laws which hindered Jews from engaging in the majority 

society. For further reading on conversions to Christianity among German Jews I recommend: Elon, Amos. 

(2003). The Pity of it All: A Portrait of the German-Jewish Epoch 1743-1933, Penguin, London. 
9 I relinquish the responsibility of presenting any kind of gender equality here and transfer that responsibility to 

the insistently unequal academia. 



9 

 

antisemitism have had a major effect on sociology, which at times has meant almost complete 

destruction of a country’s sociology (Germany 1933) causing a blooming discipline elsewhere 

(e.g., United States). In 1955, Lipset predicted a major change in the sociology of Jews for the 

future, where the next generation of Jewish sociologists, many growing up as second or third-

generation immigrants, would experience a need for their roots and less obligation to be the 

same as everyone else. Indeed, Lipset predicted correctly. Today, the sociology of Jewry is both 

a blooming and growing field with three notable journals (Jewish Social Studies, The Jewish 

Journal of Sociology, and Contemporary Jewry) as well as many promising scholars (which I 

hope my forthcoming references will show). However, as stated by Paul Burstein in his 

collection of syllabi on the sociology of Jewry from 2007, there are gaps in specific areas, such 

as Jewish life outside of North America and Israel. Jewish life in Sweden is no exception in this 

regard.  

Conceptualizing Jewishness  

As mentioned, when sociologists investigate Jewish experience, Jewishness is usually the term 

that is used to define it. Here, I will present some discussions of what Jewishness is and try to 

define how I interpret the term for this study. The concept of Jewishness, departing from the 

Yiddish word Yiddishkeit, focus on the experience of being Jewish or a Jewish way of life. In 

Simon J. Bronner’s recently published book Jewish Cultural Studies (2021) the consistent 

argument is that when approaching Jewish studies from a cultural point of view, we reach 

important conclusions outside of the limited focus on religion. Jewish cultural studies, Bronner 

argues, place culture in the center of the investigation of the socially shared ideas and identities, 

bodily actions, perceptions, and textualized and materialized expressions that are labeled Jewish 

(Bronner, 2021, pp. 1). Hence, a cultural approach to Jewish studies opens to studying more 

than just faith; we can study what people do and feel, often outside of the synagogue. This also 

makes it easier to include other things than written words, such as performances, objects, 

gestures, and images. When expanding the Jewish subject in Jewish studies by also focusing on 

culture instead of only religion, many more aspects of Jewish life can be reached.  

Difference is a key concept in studies of Jewishness. What separates Jews from others and how 

is this difference upheld and negotiated? First, it is important to point out that this is an 

extremely complex distinction to make without any real answer. The question of who and what 

is Jewish is one of the most debated questions within modern religious and ethnic group history 

(Glenn & Sokoloff, 2010, pp. 3). Dencik suggests the definition that being Jewish is being part 

of the Jewish people, which means sharing traditions, history, sensitivity, and perspective; a 
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sense of being Jewish in attitude (Dencik, 2011). Shmuel Eisenstadt is another scholar whose 

work on Jewish experience has been influential. When he considers what shapes Jewish 

experience, he chooses to regard Jews as bearers of civilization, rather than a religious or ethnic 

group, nation, or people (Eisenstadt, 2004). With the cultural focus of Bronner (2021) culture 

is, because it is shared among people, often what works to bind groups together and to 

distinguish them from others. It gives insiders a sense of belonging and outsiders a reminder of 

difference. With that definition, Jewishness becomes what Jews share with other Jews and not 

with non-Jews.  

Instead of asking What is Jewish? Jonathan Boyarin suggests formulating the question When is 

a Jew? in an essay in search of Jewish authenticity (2017, pp. 955). For many centuries, Boyarin 

continues, Jewishness has been defined as a genealogical condition: that a Jew can never stop 

being a Jew. However, if Judith Butler's language is adopted and Jewishness is considered a 

performance rather than an essence, the abovementioned question can give both rich and fruitful 

answers. With that said, if the focus on performance is pushed to its limit it risks making 

Jewishness an empty concept. Therefore, Boyarin reaches the definition of Jewishness as 

polythetic: a “fluctuating combination of some set of elements taken as central, such as Torah, 

God, and peoplehood” (2017, pp. 961). By adapting Boyarin's definition, as I will do for this 

study, Jewishness can be considered as something for Jews where they have many, but not all, 

properties in common. A common property can for example be the feeling of belonging to the 

Jewish people, and a difference can be how to practice one's Jewishness.  

Structural understandings of Jewishness  

The complex question of what is Jewish cannot be escaped with the simple answer of what 

distinguishes Jews from others, which implies an exaggerated homogeneity among Jews. There 

is undoubtedly a great diversity within the Jewish group, as in any other. Two main diversifying 

aspects of Jewish life are religiosity and ethnocultural background. Within research as well as 

in Jewish institutions, these differences are mostly handled through classification into the 

religious and ethnic categories I will describe below. Further on, I will challenge rigid 

categories like these by highlighting ambiguous aspects of Jewish experience.  

Religious denominations and ethnocultural divisions  

According to Nicholas de Lange (2009), Jews today are more deeply divided than at any time 

in the past on the theory and practice of religion. Contemporary Judaism is often considered to 

be divided into three head denominations or movements. Orthodox Judaism, Conservative 
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Judaism, and Reform Judaism. Orthodox Judaism often considers itself the most authentic 

tradition within Judaism. The term was first used in the 19th century to describe Jews who 

rejected any changes in the Halakhah10 suggested by the Jewish Enlightenment movement 

(Haskalah). In contemporary Judaism, Orthodoxy is divided into many sub-groups, where the 

two most important branches are Haredi (sometimes ultra-Orthodox11) and Modern Orthodox 

(Kaplan, 2010, pp. 455). Conservative Judaism (sometimes Masorti or traditional Judaism) 

developed primarily as a response to increased intermarriage and assimilation due to the 

Enlightenment ideology in 19th century Europe. The movement sought to hinder that trend by 

conserving tradition within a modern setting (Werblowsky & Wigoder, 1997, pp. 172). Reform 

Judaism (sometimes Liberal or Progressive Judaism) advocates for a modification of Orthodox 

tradition adjusted to the demands of contemporary life and thought. The question of who is a 

Jew works as a good example to differentiate between the different branches of Judaism. For 

Orthodox and Conservative Judaism, the traditional rabbinic understanding of Jewish identity 

remains, meaning that a Jew is someone born from a Jewish mother or who converts to Judaism 

in accordance with Jewish law and tradition. Reform Judaism however has revised the 

definition of Jewish identity by including the offspring of a non-Jewish mother and a Jewish 

father brought up as Jewish, which has stirred up controversy (de Lange, 2009, pp. 76).  

Heterogeneities do not only touch upon religious denominations. The diverse histories of 

Jewish communities and their contact with other cultural influences also distinguish Jewish 

ethnic groups from each other. The many geographically differentiated forms of Jewish culture 

are usually divided into three multidimensional groups. Ashkenazi cultural tradition derives 

from Jews of Anglo-European, German, or Eastern European descent. The Sephardi cultural 

tradition came from the Iberian Peninsula and spread around Southern Europe and to the 

Americas. Mizrahi cultural tradition came from Babylon and further spread to the modern 

Middle East and North Africa (Creese, 2019, pp. 1289). The different ethnic divisions also 

mean different traditions in practicing Jewishness where for example religious customs, diet, 

language, and dress differs. For example, Yiddish is the language belonging to most of the 

Ashkenazi Jews, while Ladino to Sephardic Jews as well as the different forms of Judeo-Arabic 

 
10Halakhah is the collective body of Jewish religious laws which is derived from the written and Oral Torah. 

11 Unlike Dana Evan Kaplan (2010), Nicholas de Lange (2009) would oppose categorizing Haredi Jews as 

Orthodox and instead categorizes Haredi as “traditional Judaism”. The reason for this is that Orthodox Judaism 

was born through the critique of a too modernist Reform movement, while traditional Judaism never had an 

intention of modernizing itself in relation to the secular world. For further reading: De Lange, Nicholas. (2009). 

THE JEWISH RELIGION. In An Introduction to Judaism (Introduction to Religion, pp. 65-80). Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/CBO9780511801075.009  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oral_Torah
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are the languages/dialects of many Mizrahi Jews. In all the Swedish Jewish congregations, the 

religious customs, such as the services conducted in synagogue, follow the Ashkenazi tradition 

and Yiddish was the language that has been classified as the language of the Jewish minority 

when Jews got a status as a national minority in Sweden.  

The ambiguities in between 

To use Eviatar Zerubavel’s (1996) terminology, when lumping and splitting among different 

Jewish belongings like this, ambiguities in between always emerge. Obviously, the 

abovementioned branches cannot be seen as uniform. Traditions vary within communities and 

depend on geographical locations and historical influences (Czimbalmos, 2016, pp. 24). Also, 

many Jews, especially in Europe, do not identify their way of being Jewish in line with these 

religious denominations. As the comprehensive JPR-report shows, most European Jews defined 

themselves as “just Jewish” (38%) instead of belonging to one of these categories (DellaPergola 

& Staetsky, 2021, pp. 39). The complexities also apply to ethnocultural divisions. Due to factors 

such as globalization, displacement, and the establishment of the state of Israel, the different 

Jewish groups have been increasingly mixed and in contact with each other, while also more 

intermarriages between them have occurred. Today, it would probably be hard to find an 

ethnocultural homogenous Jewish community and many Jews feel a multicultural belonging. 

In quantitative identity research, which is a large part of the attempt to understand contemporary 

Jewish experience within science, categories like the above mentioned are common. 

Categorizing Jews’ religiosity into closed category answers is also common. Scholars such as 

Debra Kaufman (2009) among others are critical of how religiosity and secularism are defined 

and measured in contemporary Jewish identity research. First, these critics argue that a 

Eurocentric focus has made up the constructs “secular” or “religious” and that much of 

contemporary analysis neglects the many modernities and traditions that make up the so-called 

secular age. Secondly, the quantitative “tick a box”-studies create a stable and continuous 

understanding of Jewish identity and ignore the ambiguities that Jewishness brings with it. 

Thirdly, the critique on Jewish identity research touches upon the normative voices of those 

who create the identity research. Riv-Ellen Prell states:  

Lacking a prescriptive view of Jewish life, these sociologists, unwittingly or not, created a set of 

norms that defined it. These surveys ultimately became the instrument that allowed sociologists to 

‘invent’ the very Jewishness that they wanted to measure (2000, pp. 33).  
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To avoid this, Kaufman suggests that we shift the analytic focus away from the intentions of 

the researcher to those of the respondents (2009, pp. 120-121). In this study, I wish to follow 

Kaufman’s call for an undetermined, ambiguous view of Jewish experience.  

Jewish continuity and change  

The cultural power of the Diasporic condition   

When studying contemporary Jewish experiences, as this study aims to do, an important aspect 

is seeking answers for Jewish continuity. How is it that the Jews, despite minority status and 

almost constant oppression, manage to carry on? Dencik (2011) sees modernity as a formative 

factor of Jewish life, but also highlights that through the studying, interpreting, and re-

interpreting of the texts of the Talmud12, a Jewish way of thinking and learning evolved. The 

acceptance of disagreement and the constant challenge of any authority is something that has 

demanded reflection. This constant reflection, Dencik continues, is the reason behind Jewish 

tradition staying alive. Since new interpretations of ancient texts come from the experiences of 

lived reality, these can be kept alive and adjusted (Dencik, 2011). In the case of the Diaspora, 

the lived reality becomes the context of a so-called host society or majority society. The 

historical experience of the Jews as a people over 2000 years in Diaspora, Dencik argues, is an 

essential aspect of “a Jewish way of relating to life” (Dencik, 2011, pp 125). According to 

Daniel and Jonathan Boyarin, it is the diasporic condition itself that has made Jewish continuity 

possible: “We remind ourselves of what we are by reminding ourselves of what we miss” (2002, 

pp. 4). This is what the Boyarins call the paradoxical power of Diaspora.  

An important formative factor for Jewish experience in Sweden is the fact that one lives in 

Diaspora. Diaspora, (galut or golah in Hebrew), meaning exile, originally refers to the enforced 

dwelling of Jews outside the Holy Land13 (Werblowsky & Wigoder, 1997, pp. 241). Within 

Jewish studies, the concept of Diaspora is frequently debated and re-conceptualized (Aviv & 

Shneer, 2005; Cooper, 2006; Ben-Rafael et al., 2014). Returning to the Boyarins (2002), the 

powers of Diaspora means that Diaspora is not only an unstable and undesirable situation, as is 

often claimed in Judaism and research. Instead, it also has power and creates things. Similarly, 

Baskin and Seeskin (2010) argue that minority status and geographic mobility, both optional 

 
12 The Talmud is the textual record of generations of rabbinic debate about law, philosophy, and biblical 

interpretation. Talmud works as the primary source of Jewish religious law. 
13 The Holy Land, Eretz Yisrael or the Land of Israel refers to the land promised by God to Abraham and his 

descendants, according to the Hebrew Bible. The area is the birthplace of the Jewish people, the place where the 

final form of the Hebrew Bible is thought to have been compiled as well as the birthplace of Judaism. In this 

study, I use the more Western term “Holy Land” to avoid confusion with the modern state of Israel.  
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and enforced, not only create problems but opportunities. Jews learned early on to create close-

knit communities with accepted lines of authority, religious and educational institutions, and 

self-help organizations to preserve a distinct identity and ensure survival. Likewise, mobility 

taught Jews to adapt to new circumstances, learn new languages, and negotiate various sets of 

social customs, different legal structures as well as a diversity of cultural contexts. In other 

words, every geographic and social transformation has also contributed to innovation, new life, 

and creativity (Baskin & Seeskin, 2010, pp. 2). It is important to point out that the Diasporic 

condition has not, and does not, only serve as a cultural power for Jews, but also for the societies 

in which they dwell. The stateless culture, according to the Boyarins (2002), is a good position 

for challenging or criticizing the homogenizing and coercive power of the state. A good 

example is something as extensive as modernity, in Leora Batnitzky’s words: “there is 

something about modernity that requires Judaism (2010, pp. 442)”, referring to the many Jewish 

thinkers who have contributed to modern thought.  

A post-Diaspora?  

After the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, returning to the Holy Land is possible for 

Jews14 by Aliyah15, the Law of Return, giving the right to relocate to Israel and acquire Israeli 

citizenship (Knesset, 2014). Thus, living as a Jew in Sweden for example, is today rather seen 

as an optional way of life than an enforced state. This allows us, Ellen Posman argues, to 

distinguish the experience of exile from the experience of Diaspora based not on origins, but a 

mindset about host society and the future (2016, pp. 175). In their controversial book New Jews: 

The End of the Jewish Diaspora (2005) Caryn Aviv and David Shneer argue that the new 

generation of Jews do not consider themselves to be “wanderers” or “outsiders” within their 

societies forever seeking to find their homeland. Rather, they feel at home and are rooted within 

the societies of their choosing. With an “end of the Diaspora”, Aviv and Shneer (2005) mean 

that today’s Jews are settled where they live which is shown through a vivid Jewish world 

outside of Israel, where Jews outside the homeland have created locally nourished expressions 

of Jewish life and de-centered networks. Like Noam Pianko’s review of Aviv and Shneer’s 

study, I too believe that the idea of an ended Diaspora is a premature description of today’s 

 
14  For the purposes of the Law of Return, "Jew" means a person who was born of a Jewish mother or has 

become converted to Judaism and who is not a member of another religion. In 1970, Israel expanded the law to 

include automatic citizenship not only to Jews (by Halakhah), but also to their non-Jewish children, 

grandchildren, and spouses, and to the non-Jewish spouses of their children and grandchildren. 

15 The Hebrew word “Aliyah” literally means ascent or going up. However, for generations it has as well got the 

meaning “immigration to Israel.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israeli_citizenship
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israeli_citizenship
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reality (2008, pp. 191). Also, the JPR-report from 2021 shows that the level of a very strong 

attachment to Israel among European Jews is identical to the level of a strong attachment 

to their country, 39 percent in both cases (DellaPergola & Staetsky, 2021, pp. 72). With that 

said, Aviv and Shneer contribute many important insights through their problematizing of the 

Israel-Diaspora dichotomy by showing how Jews make Jewish homes in multiple places and 

ways. Moreover, JPR’s report shows that a strong attachment to Israel does not mean a weak 

attachment to one’s country, and a strong attachment to one’s country does not mean a weaker 

attachment to Israel (DellaPergola & Staetsky, 2021, pp. 75). That these attachments do not 

compete but rather coexist further shows how Jews feel belonging to multiple places 

simultaneously. The Boyarins (2002) would argue that this belonging not only is limited to 

one’s current place of residence and the Holy Land, due to the repeated experience of what they 

call rediasporization:  

Zion longed for and imagined through Cordoba, Cairo, or Vilna, and these frequently palimpsested 

one on the other such that Cairo becomes a remembered Cordoba and the new Jerusalem a 

remembered Vilna (2002, pp. 11).  

As shown in chapter one, rediasporization is very prevailing in the case of Sweden. Many 

Swedish Jews have not only a double Swedish-Jewish identification but a triple. The title of the 

Swedish chief rabbi Morton Narrowe’s (2005) memoir A cord of three strands: American. Jew. 

Swede. alludes to these multiple belongings. This title is inspired by the metaphor in 

Ecclesiastes 4:12, that a cord of three strands is not quickly broken. Carlsson (2021) adds that 

this triple identification has been experienced by many Swedish Jews, for example, the Polish 

Jews who came to Sweden around 1969 that often strongly felt Swedish, Polish, and Jewish. 

The same applies to many of the German Jewish refugees that arrived in Sweden in the 1930s 

(Carlsson, 2021, pp. 11).   

Jewish life today  

The dialectics of tradition and modernity, of past and present, lies as a core aspect when seeking 

to understand what it means to be Jewish today. Since the mid-20th century, Jewish 

communities all over the world have undergone great transformations. Some of the most 

comprehensive of these include population shifts after the Holocaust, the establishment of the 

state of Israel, the end of most Jewish life in North Africa and the Middle East (outside of 

Israel), grand emigration waves from the former Soviet Union, and the growing meaning of 

North America as a powerful center of Jewish demography, culture, and institutions. Also, Jews 

have become increasingly integrated into the societies in which they live, which can be seen in 
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the wide range of social, cultural, and technological innovations Jews have taken part in. 

Besides pronounced educational and occupational accomplishments, Jews have experienced 

new forms of assimilation, family patterns, and religious practice. These changes, among 

others, raise questions about the future of Jews as an ethnic and religious minority in an open 

pluralistic society where individualism and freedom to shape one’s own identity are the main 

elements (Goldscheider, 2010, pp. 494).  

Today, a person born into a Jewish family can decide to abandon their Jewish origins and fully 

be a part of the majority society, while others find innovative ways to reshape their Jewish 

practices in relation to the modern world, creating a range of Jewish expressions and 

movements. As expressed by several American Jews in the Israeli documentary series “The 

New Jew”, about Jewish life in the United States, they are “Jewish by choice” (Kan, 2022). The 

same statement was made in Marius Gudonis’ study of young Polish Jews (2001). By “Jewish 

by choice” these individuals mean that being Jewish in Diaspora today rather is a chosen 

practice than something forced upon Jews through discrimination from the majority society or 

pressures from the own group. The option to be a part of the majority society as well as choosing 

one's Jewishness is particularly visible when it comes to marriage. For example, Mercédesz 

Czimbalmos (2020) study on vernacular practices of intermarried Finnish Jewish women shows 

how these women decide to marry non-Jewish partners, something that traditionally has been 

untypical but rapidly has become more frequent. However, this does not mean that these women 

have left their Jewishness behind, but rather they “do Judaism in their own way” by creating 

and reinventing traditions they find meaningful for themselves and their families. While unable 

to carry out a Jewish wedding since both parts were not Jewish, many of the Finnish couples 

added Jewish elements to it as stomping on the glass16 and singing Hava Nagilah17. Others 

cooked traditional Jewish food at home, but not necessarily with kosher18 products 

(Czimbalmos, 2020, pp. 60-62).  

The diverse Jewish life in Diaspora has created local expressions of Jewishness where 

communities have been shaped by the variety of majority cultures in which they developed 

(Aviv and Shneer 2005). I will bring up some examples of local expressions of Jewishness and 

 
16 At the end of Jewish wedding ceremonies, a glass is traditionally broken by the bridegroom stomping on it. 

This custom has several interpretations, but the most common is that the breaking of the glass is a reminder of 

the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.  
17 Hava Nagilah is a Jewish folk song traditionally sung at Jewish celebrations.  
18 Kosher is Jewish dietary laws: the foods Jews are allowed to eat and how these should be prepared according 

to Jewish law (Halakhah).   
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conclude in a Swedish context. When studying the identity of Jewish Australians in South 

Queensland, Jennifer Creese (2019) describes a negotiation where subjects navigate between 

dominant ideas of Australian belonging and identity and their own cultural values and traditions 

which can often clash. While some “juggled” their Australian and Jewish identities according 

to the theory of compartmentalization, a more common strategy to handle one’s identity was a 

so-called creolization into a “Jewish-Australianness” based on elements of both minority and 

mainstream identity. This Jewish Australianness is shown by for example how kippot19 are 

handed out to visiting male politicians at community events with a motif of kangaroos, 

boomerangs, and Southern Cross in the colors blue and white20, or by singing the Australian 

national anthem at the beginning of many community events (Creese, 2020, pp. 1288). In an 

essay about Jewish life in Norway, Tyson Herberger (2018) gives a similar example of Jewish 

Norwegianness. Among Jews in Norway, it is not uncommon to associate Pesach with going to 

the family hytte (cabin) or eating matzah21 with brunost (Norwegian brown cheese). It seems 

like the Jewish and Norwegian belongings have often blended into a more unified one 

(Herberger, 2018, pp. 37). Returning to Sweden, Dencik (2009) states that the individualistic 

values of modern Swedish society are something that has deeply penetrated the Swedish Jewish 

society. He continues to suggest that we consider the Swedish Jewish community as in a 

“smorgasbord Judaism” situation, where Jewish as well as non-Jewish traditions and social 

customs are available to the population. In smorgasbord Judaism, Swedish Jews can choose, 

reject, and mix as it fits them, to define their own personal Judaism (Dencik, 2009, pp. 18). This 

can for example mean circumcising one’s son, but not fasting on Yom Kippur or celebrating 

Hanukkah, while adding Christmas elements. 

In summary, studies on contemporary Jewish life in Sweden are rare, which is noted by both 

Dencik (2007) and Carlsson (2021). Many studies on Jewishness in general as well as in 

Sweden also focus on a “Jewish identity” that is already loaded with meaning by researchers 

and measured through quantitative surveys (Kaufman, 2009). 

Positioning of the study  

As mentioned before, the big data collection on Jewish life in Sweden was created around the 

millennial shift and has been an important contribution by laying the ground for a not well 

 
19 A kippa is a skullcap traditionally worn by Jewish men, always or on religious occasions, to show reverence 

for God. 
20 Blue and white are symbolic colors for Jews, not only because it is the colors of the Israeli flag, but also a 

common color of the Tallit (prayer shawl). Tekhelet, a blue color, is considered the most divine color in Judaism.  
21 Matza is the unleavened bread that Jews eat during Pesach. 
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enough studied field. However, it is also important to point out that this data is based on 

registered members of Jewish congregations in Sweden (Dencik, 2002, pp. 83). Although a 

great number of Swedish Jews were reached, only 6000 are members of any Jewish community 

out of an estimated Jewish population of 20,000 in Sweden (The Official Council of Swedish 

Jewish Communities, n.d). An important aspect of the question of membership is that the Jewish 

congregations in Sweden are located in the major cities Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö. 

Therefore, there is reason to assume that the experiences of “peripheric Jews” is not very well 

represented in studies of Jewish life in Sweden. I believe that this fact should not pass unnoticed. 

We must ask ourselves why the majority of Jews choose to not be congregation members. We 

do not know if it is of lack of interests, because of any intra-conflicts, financial reasons, or lack 

of knowledge about the congregations that Swedish Jews refrain from membership. In the 

meantime, we are left to find clues by looking at, for example, @stoltjude. By approaching this 

field and its population differently, a more heterogeneous sample could be reached.  

Today, two decades after the data collection of the millennial shift, remarkable changes have 

taken place in Swedish society, as well as in the Jewish group. Young Swedes today, who by 

the Youth Barometer (Ungdomsbarometern, 2018) is named generation smartphone, are the 

first generation growing up with digitalization as norm. Some characteristics of this generation 

include smartphone development, growing up in an individualistic era, and living in a more 

uncertain world. Young people today are a more heterogeneous group than ever, which is seen 

in media habits, interests, subcultures, and values. Thanks to the smartphone, content from all 

over the world are reachable, but the large variety also contributes to greater fragmentation. 

Growing up with everyone being different not only means that choosing who you are and what 

you want to be is more important but also contributes to young people making demands on 

diversity, which can be seen both in work life and school choices (Ungdomsbarometern, 2018). 

This makes young people a particular interesting group to study when it comes to something as 

age-old as Judaism. Young people, I believe, are the best representatives of major changes in 

contemporary life, and that is why this study focuses on young Swedish Jews and not Swedish 

Jews in general. Also, as @stoltjude shows, the narrative of who is a young Jew in Sweden, and 

how Jewishness is practiced, needs to be reconsidered. This reconsideration means seeking 

answers beyond predetermined identity categories in surveys. In this study, I will focus on how 

young Swedish Jews do their Jewishness and the many ambiguities that are attached to this 

experience. Theoretically I want to gain insights into the relation between Jewish practices and 
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experiences. How are different Jewish practices related to experiences and feelings of 

Jewishness and how do different practices or objects invoke Jewish experiences?   
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Chapter 3: Towards lived religion through focus on practices 

From identity categories to experience  

Before I give an account of the analytical tools that I will be using to approach Jewish 

experience, presenting a concise critique of the identity concept and the closed categories within 

quantitative identity research seems reasonable. In their article Beyond Identity, Rogers 

Brubaker and Frederick Cooper (2000) argue that the social sciences and humanities have 

surrendered to the word “identity”. Identity, they continue, tends to mean too much when 

understood in a strong sense and too little when understood in a weak sense. It is important to 

recognize everyday identity talk and identity politics as real and important phenomena. 

However, the contemporary growth of “identity” as a category of practice does not require its 

use as a category of analysis (2000, pp. 5): “To conceptualize all forms of belonging, all 

experiences of commonality, connectedness, and cohesion, all self-understandings, and self-

identifications in the idiom of "identity" saddles us with a blunt, flat, undifferentiated 

vocabulary” (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, pp. 2). Practice theory, which I introduce below, can 

be seen as a critique of theorizing with idealized concepts as identity. Identity, which alludes to 

a being of something, often abstract, is replaced with a focus on producing and reproducing 

processes; a doing of something. Perhaps the best-known example of this can be found in gender 

studies, where the focus has been put on doing gender rather than abstract ideas of gender 

identity (e.g., West & Zimmerman, 1987). 

The second dilemma that appears with the concept of identity is when it is used in quantitative 

studies to explain (Jewish) experience. As presented earlier, Kaufman (2009) argues that these 

quantitative identity studies both imply false stability to an ambiguous Jewish belonging and 

that they rather tell us something about the survey-constructers' conceptions of what Jewishness 

is than of the informants. John Law (2004) is another critic of using method in this way in social 

science. To become “knowledge” our collections from the “real world” often need to be reduced 

to a standardized, universalized form where there seldom is room for ambiguities. However, 

the grand problem remains that the experience of the social world is neither standardized nor 

universal. Instead, much of the world is, in Law's words “vague, diffuse or unspecific, slippery, 

emotional, ephemeral, elusive or indistinct, changes like a kaleidoscope, or doesn’t really have 

much of a pattern at all” (2004, pp.1) and the data of the social scientist needs to reflect that. 

Law points out that methods do not only describe the world as it is but also produce the reality 

they understand (2004, pp. 5). In other words, method does not only describe a given reality but 

creates it.  
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To better understand the practice of creating categories, digging deeper into Zerubavels theory 

of lumping and splitting is fruitful. Zerubavel (1996) means that we carve out islands of 

meaning from our reality with two cognitive actions: lumping and splitting. When lumping, 

similar things are placed together in a common cluster and when splitting, these clusters are 

perceived as separate from each other. Lumping helps to see similarity and splitting helps to 

see difference. The islands of meaning consist of actions, properties, and things that are 

perceived as more alike than anything outside the cluster. Differences within the cluster are 

dismissed as irrelevant and ignored. This often leads to stereotypes that everyone from a group 

is the same. However, without the ability to ignore the ambiguities of the cluster, it would be 

impossible for us to create mental clusters at all. When it comes to splitting, the gaps are instead 

widened between clusters to exaggerate them. Due to this exaggerated gap between “different” 

clusters, we also experience small distances between clusters as greater distances than any 

distance between points within the same cluster. Zerubavel believes that we often regard these 

mental gaps that divide into different islands of meaning as natural when instead they are 

entirely socially constructed. Ultimately, this social process of categorization is not an 

individual activity, but something that takes place through so-called thought communities 

(Zerubavel, 1996, pp. 427). So how do we explain anything at all without categories? 

Zerubavels answer is that we cannot. However, instead of lumping and splitting into rigid 

categories, as exemplified above, Zerubavel suggests the usage of flexible categories (1995, pp. 

1098). When trying to make sense of the world, it is possible to organize it in a way that allows 

for both order and creativity, structure and open-mindedness, focus and change. However, to 

do so, Zerubavel argues, one must adopt a flexible mind (1991, pp. 120-122). The flexible mind 

means categorizing neither with the either/or logic of the rigid mind nor committing to an 

extreme fuzzy-minded opposite where categories are abandoned altogether. Instead, the flexible 

mind sculpts categories based on a both/and logic; it allows for the possibility of maintaining 

multiple traits simultaneously without having to give up any one of them to claim another. In 

other words, Zerubavels flexibly minded mental map still features islands of meaning, but not 

islands separated from one another by wide dividing oceans (1996, pp. 1100-1101).  

My attempt to put focus on the doing of Jewishness without categorizing it into closed, 

predetermined conceptions of it will be implemented with the theoretical tools of practice 

theory and lived religion, presented below.  
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Inspiration from practice theory 

One of the starting points for practice theory has been the critique of the overconfidence in the 

human mind in social sciences. In Loïc Wacquant’s words, we too often consider ourselves as 

constituted of “an active mind and an absent, inert and dumb body” (2015, pp. 3). By placing 

greater emphasis and credibility on those forms of knowledge which are constituted through 

the accomplishment of various practical functions, we get a grip of both the “players” and “the 

game”. What Bourdieu calls a “feel for the game” (1990, pp. 63), is an important element that 

signifies practice theory. Skills and knowing-how, in this case doing Jewishness, is something 

deeply embodied. Often, we are not aware of our embodiment and can therefore neither describe 

nor explain it accurately; we simply do something in a certain way. Accordingly, Reckwitz 

defines a social practice as a 

“[…] routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one other: 

forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge 

in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge” (2002, pp. 

249).  

There is no unified practice theory, but what different approaches have in common is a 

particular perspective on body, mind, things, knowledge, discourse/language, 

structure/process, and agent/individual (ibid). The core of practice theory lies in the different 

ways of understanding the body. Practices are seen as routinized bodily activities, and these 

also include routinized mental and emotional activities which on a certain level are bodily too. 

Thus, a practice can be understood as the regular skillful performance of bodies. Some 

illustrative examples of scholars who put focus on the body in this way are Wacquant and Tia 

DeNora. Wacquant states that sociology “starts from the brute fact that the human agent is a 

sentient and suffering being of flesh and blood” (2015, pp. 5). Also, DeNora (2000) moves 

away from discourses of the body and instead focuses on the body through culture interaction 

and temporal body practices. She reconceives the body as an emergent and flexible entity, as 

reflexively linked to the material-cultural environment and what it may afford. However, a 

focus on practices does not mean a rejection of the mind. Instead, a practice consists of both 

bodily and mental activities. When someone carries, and carries out, a practice, they must take 

over both the bodily and the mental patterns that compose the practice. To return to DeNora 

(2000), she does not only describe music as a device of social order for the body but also for 

our minds and hearts. She shows, for example, how music helps us to reflect on who we are, 

get into a certain mood, or understand an interactional context (DeNora, 2000).  
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In sum, practice theory displaces the mind as the central phenomenon in human life without 

neglecting its significance (Schatzki, 2001). Similar to the inclusion of the often-neglected 

body, focus on things is significant for practice theory. Doing something often means using 

particular objects or artifacts in certain ways. When things are necessary elements of a practice 

then subject-object-relations need to be considered “socially” equal to subject-subject-relations 

(Reckwitz, 2002). A good example comes from Mary Douglas who shows in Purity and Danger 

(1966) how shoes become dirty only when put on the kitchen table. In purification rituals 

objects can become a part of our production and reproduction of social order.  

In other words, most practice theorists would agree that social activity is embodied and that the 

practices are built up by artifacts, hybrids, and natural objects (Schatzki, 2001). For practice 

theory, knowledge is more complex than “knowing that”. Instead, it considers ways of 

understanding, know-how, ways of wanting, and feeling, that are linked to each other. In a 

practice, knowledge is a particular way of understanding the world. This understanding of the 

world is largely tacit and culturally specific (Reckwitz, 2002). Thus, knowledge in practice 

theory cannot be understood as only something cognitive but also as tacit and/or embodied.  

In practice theory, agents are bodies/minds who “carry” and “carry out” practices and the social 

world is primarily driven by practices that are carried by agents. As carriers they are neither 

independent nor oppressed; they understand the world and themselves and use know-how and 

motivational knowledge according to their “feel for the game”. Due to this emphasis on the 

feeling for the social, practice theories offer a unique theoretical angle to conceptualize feelings 

of Jewishness and their relation to doing Jewishness. My informants often used objects in their 

description of feeling Jewish and described what they did when feelings of Jewishness arose. 

They rarely described themselves as cognitively rational when they opened up about their 

Jewish practices.  

Feelings of Jewishness 

When seeking to understand Jewish experiences, emotional aspects such as “the feeling of 

Jewishness” are of high relevance. Therefore, it is important to state that a focus on the doing 

of Jewishness does not mean a rejection of emotions or belief. On the contrary, feelings and 

practices are deeply intertwined. Arlie Hochschild (2012), similar to several practice theorists,  

describes feeling as a form of pre-action or script, and therefore one of culture’s most powerful 

tools for directing action. This pre-action or script, that she names feeling rules can be identified 

by noting the duration, strength, time, and placement of a feeling. In other words, by inspecting 
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how we assess our feelings, how other people assess our emotional display, and by sanctions 

issuing from ourselves and from them, we can recognize feeling rules. Hochschild insists that 

different social groups have specific ways in which they recognize feeling rules and give rule 

reminders, as well as rules themselves can vary. The rule reminder can be recognized as a 

“private mumbling to ourselves” (Hochschild, 2012, pp. 52) as well as we receive rule 

reminders from others who ask us to account for what we feel or by the way others react to 

what they think we are feeling. When it comes to naming a feeling, it can often seem artificial 

or simplistic to give it one name. The same event can make us feel angry, guilty, disappointed, 

and frustrated simultaneously. According to Hochschild, this does not mean that we are 

possessed with mixed physiological states, but instead that there are different features of the 

situation for us to focus on (Hochschild, 2012, pp. 51-52). This is yet another example of the 

ambiguity of the social that needs to be captured in order to arrive at a better understanding. As 

mentioned before, the feeling of Jewishness, should be seen as consisting of different features, 

which may even seem contradictory and ambiguous. But it is this ambiguity that we need to 

capture in order to understand how Jewishness is practiced and experienced. 

Lived religion as Jewish experience 

To approach the doing and feeling of Jewishness, practice theory is best combined with the 

concept of lived religion. In Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life Meredith B. 

McGuire states that sociologists of religion must re-examine their assumptions about 

individuals' religious lives. If we focused on the experiences individuals consider most 

important and their concrete practices instead of affiliation or organizational participation, 

sharper understandings of contemporary religion may be discovered. Instead of viewing 

religion through what religious institutions consider important, McGuire argues, we should 

think of religion at the individual level as an “ever-changing, multifaceted, often messy—even 

contradictory—amalgam of beliefs and practices” (2008, pp. 4). The lived religion approach 

means not viewing religion as a transhistorical essence, existing as a timeless and unitary 

phenomenon, but instead something that changes, and what people understand to be "religion" 

changes. Even if lived religion applies to the individual, it is not only subjective. Instead, people 

construct their religious worlds together by sharing vivid experiences of that intersubjective 

reality. Also, McGuire continues, it is a more balanced view than overly cognitive approaches 

to individual religion; religious activity is not a mere activity of an individual’s mind, and 

maintaining the subjective reality of religion requires concrete social support in the form of 

plausibility structures (2008, pp. 12).   
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Nancy Ammerman (2020) enlarges the concept of lived religion by combining it more clearly 

with practice theory. With this combination, she shows that lived religion (what people are 

doing) is an appropriate frame for patterns of action both inside and outside institutions. Also, 

practice theory clarifies that the “natural hybridity of any social practice is also true of religious 

practice, and that provides a mechanism for analyzing intersections across social domains” 

(Ammerman, 2020, pp. 9). As with all social practice, religion must be seen as both structured 

and emergent, habitual, and agentic. According to Ammerman, rethinking religion as practice 

then means that 

 […] we start with the patterned regularities in what people do, and we seek to understand those 

patterns in the context of the cognitive models and fields of interaction that make them meaningful—

meaningful not in the sense of being part of a coherent life structure or subjective value system but 

in the sense of being comprehensible and in making coordinated action possible. Sometimes 

practices may be bundled together and attached to a recognized symbolic religious identity, perhaps 

even broadly constituting a cultural repertoire (Lamont 1992; Lamont and Thévenot 2000a). To 

study religion as practice has to include those larger repertoires and contexts, as well as the 

microlevel cues that shape how participants co-construct their action (Ammerman, 2020, pp. 12). 

To conclude, by bringing lived religion and practice theory together, Ammerman manages to 

see the embodiment, materiality, emotion, aesthetics, moral judgment, narrative structuring, 

and spirituality that characterizes religious practice through a new fruitful lens. To apply 

McGuire and Ammerman’s theories in a Jewish context, scholars such as Orit Avishai (2008) 

and Mercédesz Czimbalmos (2020) use the concepts doing religion/Judaism in their work. 

Avishai’s work on doing religion challenges the dichotomic view of Orthodox Jewish women 

as either passive targets or strategic agents. Instead, she constructs their frame of religiosity in 

a semi-conscious, self-authoring way (Avishai, 2008). In Czimbalmos's study (which was 

briefly presented in chapter two) she investigates how Finnish Jewish women do Judaism 

inspired by Avishai, among others. Czimbalmos tries to grasp how these women, as members 

of an Orthodox Jewish community make sense out of marrying non-Jewish men and still 

practicing their Judaism. The results showed that the Finnish women practiced Jewish traditions 

with a creativity that is not very often heard of within Jewish Orthodoxy. As the title of 

Czimbalmos's article states: “Everyone does Jewish in their own way” (2020).  
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Chapter 4: Approaching Jewishness 

A phenomenological account of reality  

Practice theory in general, and theories of lived religion in particular, can be linked to 

phenomenology (e.g., Ammerman, 2020; Reckwitz, 2002). They are characterized by a focus 

on the subject's understanding of the reality they live in, rather than searching for an external 

and objective truth. Maurice Merleau-Ponty's (1945) view on knowledge is a significant part of 

my approach; to understand the world and to produce knowledge, we need to put our focus on 

the things (phenomena) that surround us and our first experience of them. Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological philosophy has often been called “philosophy of ambiguity” (Diprose & 

Reynolds, 2014, pp. 132). In Phenomenology of Perception, he outlines a world that is 

internally ambivalent, unstable, and unsure of itself (Merleau-Ponty, 1945). Such a world can 

only be accounted for with detailed descriptions and a deep and empathetic understanding of 

the people who experience it.  

Thus, two main figures, who will serve as methodological guides for this study are Clifford 

Geertz and, again, Arlie Hochschild. Geertz's The Interpretation of Cultures (1973) can be 

considered a critique of the methods used in studies of culture where he turns against searching 

for universal truths and comprehensive theories about culture and human behavior. Instead, he 

claims that culture should focus on how people look at and experience life, and this could be 

done by using so-called thick descriptions. This means that when we conduct social research, 

the context of action as interpreted by the actors needs to be described for it to be understandable 

also for outsiders. Geertz makes the example of the social action of winking. It is not just a 

physical act of closing and opening our eye, it is a culturally embedded act with the role of 

sharing a conspiracy, or even parodying another shared conspiracy. Without the thick 

description, we would miss the meaning of winking (Geertz, 1973). Geertz also argues that 

subjects need to be spoken to and not for and that their own constructions of “what 

the devil they think they are up to” is to be used, instead of the researcher trying to reconstruct 

their constructions (Geertz, 1973, pp. 10). Moreover, he emphasizes analyzing instead of 

observing, and “being there”, which means embedding yourself in the setting as a researcher.  

A more contemporary example of how the use of thick descriptions to better understand the 

lived reality of those we study is Hochschild’s concept of the deep story, an approach she works 

with in her book Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right 

(2016). In this book, Hochschild’s central aim is to understand the so-called Great Paradox: 
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people in red states do worse on almost every life quality indicator and therefore could gain 

most from government assistance, but instead frequently vote against that assistance. 

Hochschild tries to explain this paradox by understanding how the huge split in American 

politics feels for people on the Right, in the emotion that underlies politics. To understand these 

emotions, she “had to imagine [her]self into their shoes” (Hochschild, 2016, pp. 1). By doing 

this, Hochschild means she came upon their deep story; a narrative as felt. When she carves out 

a deep story, she explains how these people understand their life and reality through an analogy 

made up by the experiences of her five years in Louisiana. An important point is that the story 

does not necessarily represent a truth; it represents how people understand their life and make 

meaning out of them. In other words, Hochschild is trying to make us understand these people's 

reality through a deep level of understanding of their life by breaking through the so-called 

empathy walls. This can only be made through putting yourself in their reality, with self-

consciousness about your own position, and letting people share their experiences in their own 

words. How Hochschild gives meaning to what from the outside appears as paradoxes will be 

an important guide to how to handle ambiguity in Jewish experience.  

In summary, this study of Jewishness is based on the empathetic understanding of my 

respondents and starts from their own experience of feeling and doing Jewishness.  

Subjectivity as a tool: being an insider/researcher 

Can anyone get “what the devil the natives think they are up to”? Geertz, Hochschild as well as 

Wacquant argue that embodying oneself in the field is crucial. However, embodiment, a “feel 

for the game” is not easy to learn, or unlearn for that matter (cf. Bourdieu, 1984). Therefore, 

the dual role of an insider/researcher can be helpful if adopted carefully. I am myself a Swedish 

Jew engaged in Jewish life in Sweden. This double-role as researcher and practitioner has been 

used to great effect in this study and allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of my 

informants’ feelings and practices. 

Like many social scientists, I do not try to reach the unreachable objectivity when producing 

knowledge. Breuer and Roth (2003), among others, insist on subjectivity’s self-evident role in 

science and argue that the knower and the known form a dialectic unit. Therefore, the epistemic 

subject must be included when conducting research (Breuer & Roth, 2003, pp. 2). In other 

words, all pieces of knowledge bear marks of the person who creates them, and therefore 

knowledge is essentially subjective. For example, a characteristic of knowledge and knowledge 

construction is what Breuer and Roth call perspectivity. This means that knowledge is always 
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produced in a place, in a time, and by a someone. Also, horizontality is a key factor, meaning 

that every perception takes place in a system that moves with respect to other systems. 

Therefore, temporality and relativity become important aspects of knowledge production. If 

one opens a scientific book, most of them do not include a scientist with an age, sex, smell, 

color, or socially conditioned habitus. Since our own interference as scientists are inevitable, 

we can conduct research in such a way that subjectivity becomes a fruitful tool in it. This, 

Breuer and Roth argue, can be done through a counter-position of this invisible researcher role: 

the embodied, individual, and social researcher-in-interaction (2003).  

With these words in mind, it is not enough to situate oneself as an “insider”, but also what 

position in that group one may have. In my case, my position is quite odd. I have a central 

position in the young Jewish association life as a board member of the Swedish Union of Jewish 

Youth (JUS). That means that I participate in many events with young Jews and have extensive 

knowledge about how these associations work and look like. However, I am also a minority in 

a minority in multiple ways. First, ethnoculturally speaking, I am a Mizrahi Jew formed by 

Middle Eastern traditions in a Swedish Ashkenazi context. Second, I am also what I earlier 

called a “peripheric Jew”, growing up outside a small town without any active connection to a 

Jewish congregation until recent years. Therefore, moving to Stockholm partly meant learning 

various new things about Jewish life in Sweden, such as how Gefilte fish22 tastes like and that 

shul23 means synagogue. Even though I am a Swedish Jew I had to become part of the 

institutionalized Jewish life to figure it out, in a way that reminds me of how Wacquant (2004) 

became a boxer to conduct his study of male boxers in the black ghetto of Chicago. This 

position, however, allowed me to experience and utilize the strengths of what Wacquant calls 

“carnal sociology”; to deploy the body as a tool of inquiry and vector of knowledge (2004, pp. 

1). 

Whether it regards studying a Jewish community as a Jewish researcher (e.g., Hofman, 2006; 

Egorova, 2018; Brink-Danan, 2011) or studying one’s own Jewish community as an insider 

(e.g., Brodkin, 1998, Behar, 2007, Azoulay, 1997), the dual role of insider/researcher is far 

from new within Jewish studies. However, situating oneself within the research and actively 

reflecting on this role has recently become more common (Creese, 2020). Creese (2020) argues 

that when studying her own Jewish community in South Queensland, being an insider eased the 

 
22 Gefilte fish is an Ashkenazi Jewish dish made of stuffed fish, often used as an example for typical Ashkenazi 

food culture.  
23 Shul is the Yiddish word for synagogue.  
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interaction through shared cultural understandings, interpersonal connections, and familiar 

experiences. However, being a researcher was equally important since it meant asking questions 

that a friend, daughter, or neighbor never would. Collecting my data, I found myself 

experiencing very similar feelings. The first realization was how being an insider quickly 

brought the interaction with the informants to a deep level of common understanding and trust 

between us. The informants often stated that I “know how it is” or asked me “what about you?”. 

Thus, the informants interacted with me as an insider. This was also visible through their use 

of Swedish-Jewish slang and contractions such as “hebbe24”, “goggan25” or “MT26” as well as 

their assumptions that I knew things that would demand extensive explanations to an outsider. 

However, maintaining my role as a researcher was equally important. Throughout the data 

collection, I was repeatedly stunned by some of the informants’ statements since they 

sometimes deviated from my pre-understandings of their Jewishness. This was especially true 

when it came to faith, something not always openly discussed in a secular country such as 

Sweden, even among Jews. After the interviews, some of the informants stated that they “never 

really put these thoughts into words before”, which also shows the importance of asking 

questions as a researcher. It also demonstrates how the cognitive rationalization is often a 

secondary aspect of social life and that practices, feelings and experiences exist without being 

put into words. 

Besides the advantages of being an insider, it comes with great demands on transparency as 

well as reflexivity. Bourdieu (1992) describes what he calls epistemic reflexivity as a systematic, 

analytical method rather than an introspective moment. The sociologist, he argues, must break 

from their disinterested gaze, and objectify their own epistemological space. An important 

aspect is the acknowledgment that as a participant-observer, one draws on one’s own 

experiences and point of view to construct and make meaning of our observation. Moreover, 

the researcher’s perspective and gaze are pivotal to for example what data is selected, which 

notes that are recorded in the field and how these are analyzed and constructed into a narrative. 

In other words, the meaning is constructed and produced by the researcher (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992; Bourdieu 2003). Being conducted by an insider, this study can be seen as free 

from a so-called outsider gaze, a concept departing from the male gaze in feminist theory. 

 
24 Hebbe is Swedish-Jewish slang for Hebrew. 
25 Goggan is Swedish-Jewish slang for synagogue.  
26 Contraction for Machane Tikvah, a camp for young Jews in Sweden.  
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However, it is important to remember that this work is produced based on my decisions and 

positionality as an insider/researcher, and not the group as a whole.  

Finally, being an insider does not only give access when it comes to creating deeper knowledge. 

It also gives access in very practical terms. As one important part of this study is to not only 

seek Jewish experiences among congregation members, finding peripheric informants becomes 

less problematic. When seeking informants outside of the Jewish congregations, informal 

connections such as acquaintanceship and “knowing someone that knows someone” were 

crucial. 

About the data 

Ethnographic interviews and shared experiences   

The data for this qualitative study was collected via ethnographic interviews and participant 

observation with an emphasis on shared experience. With regard to the latter Kjell Hansen 

writes: 

What is needed is a shift from participant observation to shared experience, from what people say 

to what they do. Being there – taking part in the activities and events we want to study – is a way of 

changing our focus from words to deeds, and letting people be responsible for their own actions 

(Hansen, 2010, pp. 155). 

The shift to viewing fieldwork as shared experience has meant considering the data collecting 

situations with the informants as an interaction where knowledge is mutually created, rather 

than a questioning or interrogating of the informant (Davies, 2008, pp. 109). An example of 

this is that the conversations with the informants have rather felt like a “hang out” where two 

young Swedish Jews have Fika27, discuss and do Jewishness. That means that I have attempted 

to equally analyze what the informant and I say and do, and in what way.  

The informants consisted of a strategic sample of 10 young Swedish Jews. It was important to 

be strategic when choosing informants since I had a clear aim of reaching a heterogenous group 

of young Swedish Jews. Aspects I had in mind were gender, ethnocultural background, 

membership in a congregation, level of participation in Jewish activities as well as living close 

or far away from a community. When it comes to religiosity, I did not manage to meet with 

someone who considered themself religious. However, if the JPR-report should be considered, 

a very small part of Swedish Jews lives religiously (DellaPergola & Staetsky, 2021, pp. 42). I 

 
27 Fika is a Swedish term for taking a break from everyday life by drinking coffee or another beverage together 

with some coffee bread, pastry, or sandwich. 
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had an acquaintanceship with seven of the informants through Jewish contexts while three of 

them were people I had never met before. I reached the informants in several different ways: I 

posted that I looked for young Jewish informants for my study on my private Instagram account, 

contacted acquaintances on Facebook, and through an ad I made on the two largest platforms 

for Nordic and Swedish Jews on Facebook. One informant was recommended to me by another 

informant. The Jewish congregations in Sweden have applied different definitions of who can 

be a member; today, some accept members whose mother is not Jewish while others offer these 

individuals a support membership. Since the acceptance of those who identify as Jewish from 

their father's side is quite high in Sweden, I have decided to also include these individuals. To 

protect the anonymity of my informants, they will be described in a general summary to give 

an overview of the material:  

The informants consist of six women and four men where the youngest being 17 and the oldest 

25 years old. Five have two Jewish parents (where two of the mothers have converted), three 

have Jewish fathers (where one informant has undergone their own conversion) and two have 

Jewish mothers. The informants live in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö, Uppsala, a small town 

in Skåne, a middle-sized town in Östergötland, and a small locality in Västergötland. Four of 

the informants have grown up with an institutionalized Jewish context28 at a high level, three at 

an intermediate level, and three completely without such a context. Eight of the informants are 

members of any Jewish congregation (two of whom rarely or never participate in activities) and 

two are not members at all. Eight of the informants identify as Ashkenazi Jews (with national 

backgrounds in countries such as Sweden, Israel, Poland, Czech Republic, Belarus, United 

States, Norway, and United Kingdom). One of the informants identifies as Sephardi and one as 

Mizrahi, both with national backgrounds in Israel. The languages that some of the informants 

have grown up with as mother tongues in addition to Swedish are Hebrew, Russian, and English 

(British and American). None of the informants speak any of the Jewish languages besides 

Hebrew (Yiddish, Ladino, or Judeo-Arabic languages/dialects).    

The goal was to meet all the informants in their homes, inspired by Bronner’s (2010) book Jews 

at Home: The Domestication of Identity which argues that the Jewish home should be 

considered the physical and ritual center for Jewishness rather than the synagogue29. In all but 

two cases, I visited the informants in their homes where they first showed me around, described 

 
28 With institutionalized Jewish context I refer to for example participation in congregation or association 

activities, participating in camps or going to Jewish school or any other form of Jewish education.  
29 For further reading: Bronner, Simon. J. (Ed.). (2010). Jews at Home: The Domestication of Identity. Liverpool 

University Press. 
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how they lived, and indicated to me how they make their homes Jewish. This meant that a lot 

of objects were shown, touched, and discussed; I inspected mezuzot, held lucky stones, and 

photographed Russian Matryoshka rabbi dolls30. Of the two informants who could not meet in 

their home one was invited to my home and the other meeting took place at their job which was 

a Jewish congregation. That these two alternative meeting places had a Jewish connection 

proved to be an important substitute for their home environment. The informant who came to 

my home sometimes related to my Jewish objects and made examples based on them, as well 

as the informant who worked in a congregation constantly wove it into their stories. In some of 

the cases, I participated in the same Jewish activities as the informants in connection with the 

interviews, planned or unplanned. These were for example a weekend event for young Jews, 

general events organized by a Jewish congregation, going to synagogue, and having an intimate 

Shabbat dinner in an informant’s home. These experiences have worked as an enrichment of 

contexts for the ethnographic interviews and as an important addition to how the informants 

talk about their Jewishness.  

When conducting and analyzing ethnographic interviews it is crucial to not only focus on what 

is being said. Conducting my interviews, as well as transcribing and analyzing them, I found it 

crucial to note how things were said (ironically, cracking up, sighing etc.). One of many 

examples of this is how a girl whispers, with a guilty smile on her face “it’s not that much right 

now” when I ask what things she does by herself that make her feel Jewish. The whispering and 

the guilty smile provide a completely different understanding of the context than just the 

sentence itself. Another crucial aspect is that the questions of my semi-structured interview 

guide focused on grasping what people do rather than what they think they do, for example as 

“When do you feel Jewish?” or “Are there things you do yourself that make you feel Jewish?” 

Therefore, through my follow-up questions on this girl’s Jewish practices, I eventually 

understood that she did quite a lot of Jewishness in her everyday life that she did not really 

think about.  

Moreover, most of the interviews reached almost two-hour-long sessions and were recorded. I 

found it important to let the interviews take their time since a deep level of mutual 

understanding cannot be rushed, as well as the conversations many times required extensive 

explanations of family backgrounds and traumas. After the interviews, I stayed for a while to 

discuss the informants’ experiences of the interview situation itself, where many of them 

 
30 All photographs were taken with permission from the informants.  
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expressed that it was “fun” or “therapeutical”. Also, we discussed the deep level of 

understanding due to our shared experience of being Jewish. Mark expressed it like this: 

 …You also understood me right like every time. You also did a great thing that you double-checked 

that you really understood correctly, but you never misunderstood, which not everyone would… 

[…] I think it is a combination of maybe that you are you and that you’re Jewish. 

Abigail had similar feelings: “It's like what you said when I tried to explain something I couldn’t 

put into words, and then you just understood [laughs]”. For Daniella, sharing her experience 

with someone Jewish was “priceless”: 

It's weird because it's so damn hard to explain since it's so connected to my life experience somehow. 

[...] I think it's priceless [that you’re also Jewish]. I really think that if you were someone random 

who didn’t share any of these experiences or could get it, it would probably be harder for me to talk 

about it. Do you know what I mean? It would be harder. 

Ethical considerations  

In this study, I have followed the Swedish Research Council's principles of ethics throughout 

the work process (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). That means that the participants were informed that 

this is a master’s thesis conducted at Uppsala University and the purpose of the study. All the 

informants had to consent to participate, be recorded, and if any photographs were taken in their 

homes. Everyone had the option to change their mind subsequently. The informants’ names 

were changed to pseudonyms directly and the audio recordings were deleted after transcribing 

the interviews. Also, both audio recordings and transcriptions were stored privately and not 

uploaded to any cloud service.  

Another important aspect throughout the work was to constantly consider what details could 

reveal the informants’ identities. I believe that this is even more important when it comes to a 

minority group where many members know each other. Therefore, the informants have been 

presented in a summary above, small-town names have been removed as well as other personal 

details. I have also throughout the work considered if my thesis could damage the minority in 

any way. As we know, groups that are subjected to prejudice and hatred are seldom allowed to 

be multifaceted, but simplified and stereotyped (e.g., Blumer, 1958). Thus, I have constantly 

considered what fits the arena of the majority society. This has been extra relevant when it 

comes to intra-conflicts; balancing between letting informants' voices be heard and not 

discrediting an already marginalized group has been an ongoing task. Finally, asking to be let 

into someone’s Jewish experience almost always means asking someone to share experiences 

of personal or family trauma. My impression has been that the informants were very open to 
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sharing experiences of antisemitism, Holocaust, persecution, and displacements with me. 

However, I have always asked if it feels okay to enter these subjects in those few cases when 

the informants have not raised them themselves. Finally, the finished version of the thesis has 

been sent to all participants.  
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Chapter 5: How do you really Jew?  

In this chapter I present the empirical findings of my study and I am going to analyze the 

material from the angle of practice theory and the related concept of lived religion. In so doing 

I will answer the guiding research questions of this study; how and when young Swedish Jews 

experience their Jewishness and how the relation between experience and practice can be 

understood when it comes to Jewishness. I hope to provide a better understating of how young 

Swedish Jews do, feel, and experience their Jewishness and get a better idea of how sociology 

can theorize the relation between practice and experience.  

Throughout my data collection it became clear that there are many different, unexpected, and 

sometimes contradictory ways of doing and experiencing Jewishness. Trying to stay faithful to 

how the informants make sense of their Jewishness, I have divided their stories into two flexible 

categories: Jew it yourself (part one) and Jew it together (part two). Part one deals with how 

Jewishness is practiced and negotiated individually in both conventional and unconventional 

ways. Here, I have conceptualized the unconventional doing of Jewishness as doing “weird 

things”. The more conventional doing of Jewishness has been conceptualized as carrying on 

tradition. Part two of this chapter focuses on practicing and negotiating Jewishness with others. 

Here, I touch upon aspects such as the meaning of community, conceptualized as the magical 

feeling of togetherness. I also create the concept of ambivalent institutions when discussing 

tensions regarding belonging to the community. The concepts of doing weird things, carrying 

on tradition as well as the magical feeling of togetherness are all drawn from the informants’ 

own way of naming or making sense of these practices. 

I have tried to weave in elements such as the relation to the majority society, antisemitism, and 

conditions for doing Jewishness into these two parts of the chapter. Why antisemitism has not 

been highlighted, as often done in many studies on Jewish experience, will further be discussed 

in chapter six. When categorizing Jewish experience into individual and communal practices, 

Zerubavel’s lumping and splitting is an important reminder. All categorization is socially 

constructed, which means that these categories are not naturally separable or experienced in 

that way by the young Swedish Jews. The doing of Jewishness is influencing the whole life 

experience and cannot be pinned down to exact points. There is no clear line between individual 

and group experience. These aspects are intertwined, in interaction, and together create the 

Jewish experiences of the young Swedish Jews. Furthermore, the relation between doing and 

feeling Jewishness is often circular, that is, doing and feeling trigger each other. The young 
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Swedish Jews both do Jewish things that give them a feeling of Jewishness, but they also 

experience feelings of Jewishness that make them do Jewish things. The stories told here are 

not aiming to tell a logically coherent and rationalized truth about Jewish life in Sweden, but 

rather show Jewish experience as lived, felt, and practiced. Presenting the material, I will 

introduce themes with sociological outlines followed by highlighted individual stories, 

intertwined stories, and illustrative quotes. The purpose of this is to reflect the informants' 

Jewish experiences as empathetically and vividly as possible.  

Jew it yourself: creating your own Jewishness  

One fundamental part of how the young Swedish Jews do their Jewishness is what they do on 

their own. Doing Jewishness individually can be seen as a reminder of community and 

belonging to something larger outside of oneself. Living in minority, in a country with a small 

Jewish population like Sweden often means negotiating between what feels meaningful and 

what is possible. Some live in places where Jewish institutions are non-existing, while others 

have gone both to Jewish schools as well as leisure activities organized by Jewish congregations 

or associations. Even if the individual Jewish practices seem to have had more of a key role for 

those who have grown up or live without any Jewish context, all the informants do Jewishness 

on their own in one way or another. Moreover, the doing of Jewishness seldom fits into 

conventional ideas about what Jewish observance is or how it should be conducted according 

to Halakhah. Instead, the young Swedish Jews use the Jewish knowledge that they have 

received from family, community, or optional sources and create their own expressions based 

on what is meaningful for them. In this smorgasbord Judaism (Dencik, 2009) where young Jews 

pick and choose what fits them, the optional sources play a significant role. Many of the 

individual Jewish practices of the informants do not derive from family or community but are 

learned elsewhere, for example through the internet and social media. On platforms like 

Instagram, young Jews can follow accounts that produce content such as cooking according to 

Jewish tradition, accounts that educate about Jewish history or they can engage in Jewish 

activism. In other words, when creating their own Jewish practices, young Swedish Jews 

combine what they have in their Jewish backpack (heritage, background, upbringing) with what 

interests them as individuals and negotiate these practices in relation to what is possible in the 

context of the majority society. Moreover, the individual Jewish practices of the young Swedish 

Jews are highly formed by ambiguous aspects such as instability, irregularity, contradictions, 

and tacit actions. The Jewish practices shown and described by the informants are usually 

something done “every now and then”, in periods when one “gets a feeling for it”, “without 
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thinking” or in relation to how their current life situation looks like, which further confirms the 

importance of a practice theory approach. I have divided the individual Jewish practices into 

two categories: doing “weird things” and carrying on tradition. However, there is no clear line 

between these practices. Instead, they are intertwined and together create a Jewish experience 

that makes sense to the individual who carries them out.    

Doing weird things  

Creating your own Jewishness means doing things that not necessarily would be considered 

Jewish by Jewish institutions or Halakhah. Instead, these practices are made up by the 

informants from scratch or with inspiration from elsewhere. The explanation behind doing 

Jewishness in this unconventional way is to make the practitioner feel Jewish. The informants 

cannot always rationalize this doing of Jewishness for themselves or others. Instead, they do 

“weird things” and let their feelings justify it. Expressions such as “this really weird thing I do” 

or “I don’t know why I do this” were common in my interviews. Trying to explain their 

unconventional Jewish practices, many smiled slightly embarrassed, expressed an 

awkwardness, or felt a bit caught in their quirky habits. Instead of carrying on tradition, these 

creative and self-made Jewish practices are not carried out because “one should” or for the sake 

of heritage. Instead, the authentic feeling and experience of Jewishness is central. Either the 

“weird things” are carried out to connect to the feeling of Jewishness or to get an outlet for 

Jewishness being felt. It is not uncommon for the informants to talk about their Jewishness as 

something that needs to be nurtured; that needs to be lived and practiced for it to be in a good 

condition. This is shown through expressions like “my Jewishness feels good when…” or “I 

felt empty of Jewishness when…”.  

Self-made religious rituals 

One recurring unconventional practice is self-made religious rituals. Let us look at some 

examples:  

Hila believes in God. Or at least she “believes that she believes”. Where she lives there are not 

many Jews around. Things to do after school is limited to “the church and the EPA-gangs31”, 

so she rather picks church, where most of her friends go. After years of going to church for 

leisure activities, Hila has taken part in Christian practices such as praying. When she reached 

 
31 An EPA-tractor is a passenger car that has been rebuilt according to the rules for agricultural machinery. EPA-

tractors are popular among young people with an interest in motoring who often live in rural areas or outside 

cities in Sweden, as they are allowed to drive them before the age of 18. By "EPA gang" the informant refers to 

the young people that take part of the subculture that has developed around these vehicles. 
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the age of 15, she was “really into the church” and the time had come for the teenagers to go to 

confirmation32 camp. Hila asked her dad if it would be okay for him if she got confirmed in 

church as well, and she felt that her dad got “really disappointed”. From her dad’s 

disappointment, the realization that “this just wasn’t her” and that she “would regret it later” 

grew. Slowly, Hila distanced herself from the church and met friends in other constellations 

instead. Later on, without any linear transition, she tried to create some religious practices that 

would fit her as a Jew. One of them is praying, something she does when she or someone else 

feels bad or if she wants to show gratitude for something. When praying, Hila uses what she 

learned in church but tries to re-make it as her own Jewish ritual. Usually she “clasps her hands, 

shuts her eyes and talks in her head”. When talking in her head, she tries to formulate the prayer 

in her own way. Even if she does not really speak Hebrew, Hila tries to add the words that she 

does know into her prayer to make it Jewish. 

While Hila creates her praying ritual based on the tools she has (her Christian knowledge and 

a small Hebrew vocabulary), Mark uses the Jewish symbol he always wears in his religious 

ritual: his Magen David33: 

Mark is a student, and every time before taking an exam he kisses his Magen David and puts 

his non-existing hair behind his ears to get “luck or whatever it is”. When carrying out his exam 

ritual, Mark feels very Jewish: “Because it's like I'm thinking that no one else is doing this right 

now. So this is very me. And what am I? Well, I’m a Jew”. Mark has also created his own ritual 

to commemorate Holocaust Remembrance Day. He explains how the day is normal in that way 

that he has things to do, like studies that do not pause. However, he “tries to be a little more 

aware” than normal. He continues to explain that he has “a tradition that only he does” where 

he turns on the music of the violinist Itzhak Perlman on his phone, who plays the theme for the 

film Schindler’s list. Mark sits, listens to the music “is just silent, and tries to feel it, only a 

teeny tiny bit” to make the day meaningful. His remembrance ritual usually ends with him 

starting to cry. When his ritual is over, he continues with his day as usual. Mark does not really 

believe in God, but convincingly states how he “believes in the Jewish culture” which to him 

 
32 In the Church of Sweden, confirmation, which takes place at the age of 15, is a confirmation of the baptism. 

Before the confirmation, it is common for young Swedish Christians to go to a confirmation camp where they 

learn about and discuss Christian faith to prepare for confirmation. 
33 Star of David, in Hebrew Magen David means shield of David. The Magen David is a Jewish symbol 

composed of two overlaid equilateral triangles that form a six-pointed star. It appears on synagogues, Jewish 

tombstones, and the flag of the State of Israel. It is also common to wear a necklace with a Magen David as a 

symbol for being Jewish. 
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means living Jewish. However, he has “many religious experiences”, such as taking part of the 

atmosphere in the synagogue and visiting the Jewish cemetery.  

As seen with Hila and Mark, religious rituals can be self-made rather than conducted in 

conventional Jewish ways, which would be reciting prayers from a Siddur34 during morning, 

afternoon, and evening, preferably with a Minyan35 in synagogue. From a lived religion 

perspective, however, practicing religiosity also means taking into account what people do 

outside of the synagogue or the conventional ways of worship. By using their different tools, 

knowledge, and objects, Hila and Mark create their own religious rituals and, thereby, 

experiences of Jewishness.  

Another important point is that not believing in God and religious practice does not have to be 

a contradiction. As seen with Mark, not believing in God is not hindering religious feelings. 

Since religion-as-lived is based on practices rather than ideas or beliefs, it is not always logically 

coherent (McGuire, 2008, pp. 15). However, for the practitioner, what seems to be a 

contradiction makes perfect sense for their Jewish experience. A similar contradiction can be 

seen in Mark's choice of words for his Holocaust Remembrance Day ritual, which he calls a 

“tradition”. As a rule, it would be impossible for a single individual to have their own tradition 

since traditions are usually defined as collectively shared practices. Still, from Mark's point of 

view it makes sense. For his Jewishness, listening to Itzhak Perlman’s violin is a tradition.  

Wearing symbols 

Doing Jewishness by wearing a Magen David is something all the informants make sense of as 

a typical Jewish practice. To wear a Magen David may seem quite conventional, but I want to 

highlight how the young Jews wear it. The little star around the neck that in Jewish majority 

spaces does not have to mean much more than that has a strong meaning for those who wear it 

in a minority context like Sweden. Living in a minority and with the constant threat of 

antisemitism, wearing the Magen David becomes a symbolic practice that gives power as well 

as a fierce statement to one's right to exist as a Jew. In Shiraz's words, the Magen David “gives 

a lot, even if it’s so small”. The act of wearing the Magen David may start when putting it on, 

but ends far from there. Instead, the wearer relates to the small piece of jewelry in every public 

 
34 A siddur is a Jewish prayer book containing a set order of daily prayers. 
35 A Minyan is the term for the gathering of people needed to perform certain parts of a Jewish worship service, 

as opposed to individual prayer. The minimum number needed for a Minyan is 10 Jews, traditionally males or in 

some congregations adults, where one is counted after Bnei Mitzvah age (traditionally only boys after Bar 

Mitzvah, meaning age of 13).  
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space that is entered, where a constant negotiation is taking place as to whether it should be put 

out or hidden. Sometimes the act of hiding the star is so embodied in the movement patterns 

that “you don't even think about that you put it under your shirt”. For those who always wear 

their Magen David, it would feel like the ultimate defeat if they would have to take it off: 

For Leah, her struggle for being able to be openly Jewish has come to be her activism. She 

knows being openly Jewish comes with a risk. However, she does not find it difficult to be open 

with who she is and has therefore decided to speak up about being Jewish and antisemitism in 

public “for those who can’t”. The constant wearing of the Magen David becomes an important 

part of her struggle. For Leah, it “is so important that she gets to have it, in a way”. One time 

when she was chased out of a grocery store because of her Magen David, her mom asked her 

“to what price, Leah?”. Despite of other antisemitic incidents she continues to wear the star 

around her neck. For her, the hardest thing would be to have to hide who she is.  

Sarah, who is a regular wearer of her Magen David necklace, also wears her Jewishness in 

another way. Dressing modestly is a common Jewish practice, especially among religious 

women. Sarah, on the other hand, who neither considers herself religious nor dresses modestly, 

thinks that the dissonance between how she dresses in different contexts is a “Jewish thing she 

does”. When going out dancing, she enjoys dressing more revealing, such as wearing a top 

without a bra under. As a member of both the council in the Jewish congregation in her city as 

well as in other board assignments, she experiences no difference in how she dresses for 

meetings at the congregation and non-Jewish boards. However, “she always knows what she's 

wearing on Shabbes36”. The choice of clothes for Shabbat, the honoring of the day of rest, is 

something that makes Sarah feel Jewish. For her, it is not about the covering of the body, but 

rather a feeling when choosing an outfit. The Shabbat clothes should feel special and nice. 

Another wearing practice that gives strength is wearing a kippa. The kippa, which is always 

worn by religious Jews (traditionally men) and that is compulsory to wear (for men) during 

prayer, also receives additional meaning in minority spaces. Many of the informants consider 

wearing a kippa publicly in Sweden as something “impossible” that would lead to antisemitic 

consequences. Also, none of the informants considers themselves “religious enough” to walk 

around with a kippa all the time. However, in Jewish spaces as in one’s home, in a community 

gathering, or in Israel, the kippa can be worn for non-religious reasons, such as because it is 

suddenly experienced as possible or for the nice feeling it brings with it: 

 
36 Shabbes is Yiddish for Shabbat, see footnote number 2. 
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With a warm smile Jakob tells me that when at the Jewish summer camp Glämsta37 or when 

exiting the synagogue, he is always the last one to take off the kippa. One day when he was on 

his way to synagogue, he thought “fuck it, let’s go” and put his kippa on while sitting on a 

bench and having a smoke in Södermalm38. Right away, people reacted in ways that Jakob does 

not call antisemitic but rather ridiculing, like “ha-ha look, a Jew!”. He explains that after several 

comments he took off the kippa but quickly adds “but I wear it at home sometimes!” and smiles. 

When at home, he occasionally puts on his kippa since it makes him feel Jewish and gives a 

lovely feeling: “What if it’s Shabbes and I walk out on the balcony for a smoke and someone 

sees me from the street, that there lives a Jew. Or what if no one sees me but I just walk around 

and feel it for myself. I have a kippa. It’s a nice, a good feeling”.  

Instead of wearing the kippa during prayer or to show respect for God, the kippa wearing has 

an additional desired end in Jakob’s life which is to make him feel Jewish. In the logic of 

Judaism, it would not serve any purpose to wear a kippa at home. Neither does Jakob have any 

explanation for wearing the kippa, it is rather the good feeling that is the driving force of the 

practice and that justifies it. This is comparable to what Hochschild identifies as feeling rules; 

the feeling directs the action (2012, pp. 50). Similarly, Jakob’s kippa wearing is the result of a 

negotiation between what feels meaningful for him and what is possible in the context of the 

majority society.  

Connecting the Holy Land and other homes 

Doing Jewishness in your own way for many means creating a belonging to the Holy Land in 

new creative ways. For Noam and Shiraz who identify as Swedish-Israeli, it is hard to know 

where the limit goes between what is Jewish and what is Israeli. Noam feels a connection to 

both his Jewishness and Israeliness when eating or being reminded of the Middle Eastern food 

that has become mainstream food culture in Israel, such as shawarma and hummus. Similarly, 

Shiraz expresses how she feels that she “practices her Jewishness very much when she calls her 

dad five times a day just to speak Hebrew” or every day when she drinks the Israeli Nescafe 

she takes home from every Israel trip. However, the Swedish Israelis are not the only ones who 

treat Israeli culture as a source of Jewishness. All the informants are taking part in modern 

Israeli culture through films, tv-series, music, food, art, as well as the Hebrew language since 

it makes them feel Jewish. Many have periodically tried to learn Hebrew, more or less 

 
37 Glämsta is the largest Jewish summer camp in Sweden for children and young people. 
38 Neighbourhood in central Stockholm.  
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successfully. Jakob states that he thinks that all his Jewish friends have watched Israeli tv series 

such as Fauda and Shtisel since “it takes place in an Israeli environment, with hebbe39 and 

whatnot”, and when Abigail explains that she listens to a lot of Israeli pop artists as Omer Adam 

she adds “but like, who doesn’t listen to him?”. Others refer to how they “learn to cook Jewish 

food” as shakshuka and couscous40 from Jewish food accounts on Instagram, while many of 

them come from an Ashkenazi background with differing food traditions. Again, the young 

Swedish Jews pick and choose the Jewishness that fits them that is not always related to what 

they carry in their Jewish backpack. Daniella for example has saved a lot of “krimskrams41” in 

her apartment as a reminder of belonging to Israel: 

In Daniella's small studio, the kitchen and bed are split up by a beige room divider on which a 

yellow-blue Maccabi Tel Aviv42 scarf is thrown up. She has lived in Israel during an exchange 

period, an important time for her Jewishness since “it became her own there for the first time” 

instead of dependent on her family. Daniella picks out two decorated boxes with things she has 

saved where much is from her time in Israel and states that “this stuff will go up on the walls 

later”. She puts a small soft stone in my hand and explains how it symbolizes inner growth. 

When she picks up a tiny box of Shabbat candles, I happily burst out that it is the ones Chabad43 

give you on the street and she laughs in agreement. The box is filled with agorot44, letters, and 

family photos. “And because I was on my own”, Daniella continues, “I could decide for myself 

how I wanted to live Jewish”. 

While Daniella collects things that remind her of Israel, Isak has another strategy for connecting 

to the Holy Land: 

Isak does not tell people that he is Jewish. His close friends know, but not his acquaintances or 

colleagues. For the untrained eye, Isak’s apartment could pass like any other. Still, I find a small 

mezuza on the doorpost and a transparent Magen David hiding in the depths of a glass bowl. 

But when Isak shows me what is Jewish about his home, he leads me to the large, prosperous 

 
39 The informant uses “hebbe” as a Swedish-Jewish slang for Hebrew. 
40 The egg and tomato dish Shakshuka, as well as couscous (often ate with a vegetable stew) is Maghrebi dishes 

that has become a part of the mainstream food culture in Israel. This is because a big Jewish population in Israel 

have a North African or the Middle Eastern background (often referred to as Mizrahi Jews).  
41 Knick-knacks in Swedish 
42 Maccabi Tel Aviv is an Israeli football team from Tel Aviv. 
43 Chabad, also known as Lubavitch, is an international Orthodox Hasidic movement whose goal is to reach as 

many Jews as possible with various kinds of Jewish activities. It is common for Chabad followers to hand out 

candles in the streets before Shabbat, urging people to honor the Shabbat with candle lightning and prayer. Note 

that it is not only Chabad that gives out Shabbat candles but also other Haredi movements. 
44 An agora is an Israeli coin of the lowest value, similar to a penny.  
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avocado plant in his window. He planted it from the seed of an avocado he found in the grocery 

store that was from Israel. Isak also proudly states that the oranges on the table that he cut up 

for us as Fika are from Israel and that was why he bought them. When he finds fruit and 

vegetables in the store from Israel, he usually buys them and saves the seeds for planting. He 

does not really know why he has decided to only plant Israeli seeds. “It's a really weird thing!” 

he laughs, but it makes him feel Jewish. “I take care of it in a different way…I really do”.  

Connecting to a place of belonging is not limited to the Holy Land. Mark, for example, explains 

how speaking Russian is a “really important part of being Jewish” for him. The borders between 

his Jewishness and Russianness are often unclear but become clearer on certain occasions. On 

the 9th of May for example, when Russians celebrate the victory day of World War II, Mark 

feels more Russian, and on the 27th of January, the Holocaust Remembrance Day, he feels more 

Jewish. On his windowsill, Mark has a Russian Matryoshka doll in a form of a rabbi that he 

found in the gift shop at St. Petersburg’s Great synagogue during a visit. Mark explains how 

happy he felt when finding the doll since it connected him to both his Jewishness and 

Russianness in one and the same object. Similarly, Abigail finds her Americanness to be an 

important source of her Jewishness. In the Unites States, Abigail states, being Jewish is “more 

normal” and “sort of cool and more connected to fun things”. Many informants with no 

American background also describe how consuming American Jewish culture is a part of how 

they do Jewishness. Noam explains that visiting New York City gave him the same warm and 

familiar feeling as when being in his grandparents’ kibbutz45 in Israel. Others bring up the 

Netflix series Unorthodox or follow American Jewish meme accounts on Instagram as well as 

they search for identification in Jewish celebrities: “It’s quite cool that Drake is Jewish” as 

Daniella puts it. Some try to make sense of connecting to Israeli and American Jewish culture 

with their experience of a lack of Swedish-Jewish culture. Isak, who has a Norwegian and Israeli 

background explains how great it felt for him when Netflix released the Norwegian-Israeli 

series The Girl From Oslo, where he felt connected to both of his backgrounds. He adds that it 

would be “really cool” to dance to a Swedish-Jewish song at a Bar Mitzvah46, but that he never 

came across something like that.   

 
45 A kibbutz, (“gathering” or “collective” in Hebrew) is an Israeli collective settlement, usually agricultural or 

sometimes industrial, in which all wealth is held in common. Kibbutzim was initiated as utopian communities, a 

combination of socialism and Zionism. Today, some kibbutzim have been privatized and changes have been 

made in the communal lifestyle. 
46 Bar Mitzvah is a religious ritual and celebration commemorating the religious adulthood of a boy on his 13th 

birthday. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/ritual
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/commemorating
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As shown, the young Swedish Jews feel Jewish and other things simultaneously, as well as they 

connect to different Jewish belongings. Here, Dencik’s concept of smorgasbord Judaism can be 

seen as an international buffet rather than only a Swedish one. When it comes to connecting to 

the Holy Land and other homes, Zerubavel’s both/and logic is prevailing. This connecting 

should also be seen as a negotiation of meaningfulness and possibility. When the Swedish-

Jewish culture sometimes is experienced as limited, the young Swedish Jews find ways to 

connect to Jewish expressions from elsewhere. Ultimately, the importance of objects for doing 

Jewishness is extra clear in these connecting practices. Daniella’s lucky stone, Isak’s avocado 

plant, and Mark’s Matryoshka doll are objects used to connect and feel a belonging to several 

Jewish homes. This further shows why objects needs to be considered as social, as practice 

theorists insists on. Also, the lived religion perspective manages to show us that the objects that 

are meaningful for the young Swedish Jews’ Jewishness are not limited to conventional Jewish 

objects such as mezuzas and menorahs47.  

Carrying on tradition 

Another essential part of doing Jewishness on your own is reproducing traditional Jewish 

practices. Traditional practices are commonly seen and experienced as Jewish rather than 

“weird things” individuals do that make them feel Jewish. The young Swedish Jews make sense 

of doing Jewishness in this more conventional way by that they carry on tradition. Tradition is 

talked about as central to one’s Jewishness and the Jewish people as a whole. Some explain that 

they experience faith as secondary and that what you do is of primary importance, something 

that coincides with some Rabbinical interpretation of Judaism48. Therefore, carrying on Jewish 

practices according to tradition becomes more important for many than their feelings towards 

God. A good way of exemplifying this is through what sometimes is called Jewish guilt, a 

concept commonly used in popular culture. A part of the feeling of Jewishness for many 

informants is guilt. The feeling of guilt departs from the desire to maintain the Jewish heritage 

and pass it on to the next generation and manage to do so in a minority condition. Noam 

expresses it like this:  

 
47 The Menorah is described in the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) as a seven-branched candelabrum used in the 

Tabernacle and in the Temple in Jerusalem. The menorah has been a symbol of the Jewish people and Judaism 

since antiquity. 
48 Rabbinic Judaism, for example, demanded action (the fulfillment of the commandments) as a centrality for 

Judaism rather than the assertion of specific beliefs. Perhaps the best example of this position is a commentary 

on the verse in Jeremiah, which states: “[They] have forsaken me and have not kept my Torah.” To which the 

Pesikta D’Rav Kahana, a 5th- to 7th-century midrash, comments: “If only they had forsaken me and kept my 

Torah.”  
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I know where my family comes from two thousand years ago. And know where it came from three 

thousand years ago. And four thousand years ago. And I know all the stories, they have led to my 

existence today. And that’s not just the backstory, it’s like the main story, it's things that have 

happened and that's my family. So Judaism for me is to carry it on, to keep it alive. And to continue 

my great-grandmother's struggle to escape for her life to live as a Jew, for the right to live as a Jew. 

So for me, it's more just about this and the legacy…I would say the blood. It's a bit outdated to think 

like “my blood”. But yeah, it's about my blood. I want to pass on my blood and it's about that I have 

Jewish blood. And it has taken many generations to get here, and I don’t want it to end with me. [...] 

I don’t want us to be forgotten. So that's probably what I want to pass on. I don’t want savta49 Dvorale 

to be forgotten.  

However, the feeling of Jewish guilt, the fear of not managing to carry on your heritage, does 

not seem to be invoked by not believing in God or one’s attitude to Jewish practices. When 

informants share their lack of belief, they mention it without expressing any guilt about it. 

Instead, the feeling of guilt often appears when the informants fail to practice Jewishness 

according to tradition. Daniella for example feels guilty every time she mixes milk and meat, 

something that is forbidden according to kosher rules. Noam feels guilt when he goes to the 

synagogue because of the reminder that he is not there very often, a feeling he compares to 

“when you forget to greet a friend on their birthday”. When Jakob puts on tefillin50, he feels 

guilty about the tattoo on his arm, since tattoos are forbidden according to Halakhah. Abigail 

shares the feeling of guilt with other informants for not speaking Hebrew well enough, and she 

often takes detours around Hebrew words since she is ashamed of her “ugly Swedish-American 

accent”. Moreover, the informants also freely criticize Jewish practices and do not always 

sympathize with them fully. Isak, for example, who separates meat and milk according to 

kosher rules, also claims that the provision to do so “is not fully waterproof”. During his regular 

visits to the synagogue, Isak is also critical of his recitation of the Hebrew prayers since he 

cannot understand them and that it “therefore in fact is meaningless”. Still, he thinks it “feels 

great” to participate in worship: 

You know that there are so many who have said these exact words so many times before. [...] my 

parents have done it, my mother’s parents have done it, my father’s parents have done it. So then I 

can do it for them, and it’ll be like something nice that we share instead. 

 
49 Savta is Hebrew for grandmother.  
50 Tefillin are two small black-colored leather capsules that contain parchment rolls with verses from the Torah. 

The capsules are used by Jewish men during morning prayer on weekdays. One is attached to the biceps (shel 

yad) and the other is attached to the head (shel rosh) using leather straps.  
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In other words, the importance of Jewishness does not seem to sit in one’s attitude towards 

believing and practicing, but rather that these practices actually are carried out in order to carry 

on tradition. The traditional practices can originate from one’s family, and community as well 

as other sources of Jewishness, such as the internet and social media. Therefore, it is not always 

about carrying on the traditions of your own family or ethnocultural Jewish group, but often the 

traditions of the Jewish people in general. An important aspect of how the young Swedish Jews 

carry on tradition is that these practices too are formed by agency and negotiation. Just as doing 

“weird things”, carrying on tradition means negotiating between what feels meaningful and 

what is possible.   

Making a Jewish home 

Many of the informants refer to their parents’ or other family members’ homes as a place where 

they feel Jewish, as a safe and warm sanctuary where Jewishness is felt. As young adults, many 

have recently moved into their first own apartment and are thus faced with the task of creating 

their own Jewish home: 

When I meet Daniella, she just moved into her small studio apartment the day before and is still 

in the process of making a home out of it. An important part of the moving away from home 

process has consisted of finding a mezuza for her home, something that she explains feels very 

important. Daniella does not really know where you can find a nice-looking mezuza in the city 

she lives in since “the selection at the congregation is not huge”. Finally, she found the solution 

by turning to one of the Shlichim51 in her city to ask how she could find one. The solution was 

that a friend of the Shaliach would bring one from Israel to her when he came to visit. “I’m 

really excited about it”, Daniella adds.  

Most of the informants have a mezuza attached to their doorpost, which often is considered the 

main symbol of a Jewish home. In Sarah's home, the door frame is on the outside of the door, 

which means that passers-by would see the mezuza if she attached it there. Her parents did not 

want her to hang it on the outside, so Sarah put it up in the doorway between her hallway and 

the kitchen instead. Besides having a mezuza, the young Jews use additional strategies to create 

Jewish homes: 

 
51 A Shaliach (shlichim in plural) is a person sent from a Jewish organization in Israel to a Diaspora community 

as an emissary. Usually, the shlichim are young people whose purpose is to engage and educate in the 

community they are visiting.  
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Even though Mark does not have a mezuza on his doorpost, I immediately recognize that it is 

a Jewish home I enter. The first impression is a Kabbalah52 painting hanging over the table. On 

one of the windowsills, I immediately see a Hanukkiah53 that a young Jewish artist sold at the 

Hanukkah Bazaar this year. Mark says that he bought a lot of stuff there and shows two posters 

leaning towards the wall that he bought too. Behind the Hanukkiah stands two empty bottles of 

Hanukkah-must54, a fusion of Christmas and Hanukkah. Mark says he enjoys reading, and we 

go through some of the books he has in the apartment. Several of them are written by Jewish 

authors and on Jewish issues. He tells me which is his favorite and I feel ashamed when he asks 

if I read this one by Hannah Arendt and I have to say no. When showing me around, Mark 

points to something white and sticky on the outside of his window and says, “that’s also a story 

I’ll tell later”. One day when he studied, he suddenly heard a bang behind him. Someone had 

thrown eggs at his window. First, he thought it was just some brats, but then he saw the 

additional note with the words “fucking Jew”. Mark reported the incident to the police, but 

nothing happened. He explains that he did not feel afraid but just thought “how do people have 

the energy to care that I’m Jewish?”. 

Others, such as Noam, have not created a feeling of a Jewish home where they live. Noam has 

moved to another town to study and explains how he does not really feel Jewish in that town 

since “he is basically the only Jew” or in his home because “there is nothing Jewish there”. He 

adds that he “don’t even have a menorah or anything, damn I need to fix that”.  

Flexible observance of holidays and celebrations  

Jewish holidays and celebrations are often seen as a juncture for when Jewishness happens. 

Many of the informants claim that they always feel Jewish; that it is embodied within them and 

influences everything they do. They make sense out of it as having a Jewish way of life, a 

Jewish perspective, or “Jewish glasses”. This embodied Jewishness is a part of life decisions 

such as picking one’s career or how to approach new things as well as it can be “unconsciously 

humming on a Jewish song when cleaning”. However, the holidays are an important temporal 

rhythm that reminds the young Swedish Jews of their Jewishness and invokes both doings and 

feelings. As Noam stated, he does not feel very Jewish in the town he studies in, and his feeling 

of Jewishness is rather connected to coming home to his parents for holidays such as Pesach or 

 
52 Kabbalah is an esoteric method, discipline, and school of thought in Jewish mysticism. 
53 A Hanukkiah is a nine-branched candelabrum lit during the eight-day Jewish holiday of Hanukkah.  
54 Must, or julmust, is a is a soft drink that is mainly consumed in Sweden around Christmas.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_drink
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas
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Rosh Hashana55. The feeling of Jewishness is also attached to places where Jewishness is done. 

Hila, for example, explains how she feels Jewish “in her family’s rec room” since it is there the 

big dances take place at parties her parents host during Jewish holidays and celebrations. When 

observing holidays and celebrations, the informants use creativity in how to observe as well as 

they try out different ways of observing. A good example is how many of the informants have 

created their own approach to Shabbat, the day of rest: 

Shiraz feels Jewish when she cleans on Fridays. “Cleaning and Judaism, it doesn’t have much 

to do with each other,” she giggles. She then explains that she has cleaned for the Shabbat every 

Friday since she was nine years old and that it is about getting everything in order so she can 

relax on Saturdays. For Shiraz, Shabbat is “a holy day”. She does not usually do kiddush56 since 

her (non-Jewish) boyfriend trains late on Fridays and they “don’t have time for it that late”. 

However, she always lights the Shabbat candles herself and tries to take a break from studying 

on Saturdays. Sometimes Shiraz “gets an urge” and tries out new things, and a while ago it was 

to start keeping Shabbat57. It was a period when she felt “very empty on Jewishness” that she 

decided to do so. “But it didn’t last very long”, she adds, laughing. 

Like Shiraz, Abigail describes how Fridays are “a little more holy” for her and that she prefers 

to have family time then. Others too consider Friday night as “family time” and refer to how 

they as children had to stay home since it was the time for the family Shabbat dinner. The family 

time approach to Shabbat is something many have embraced into their lives as young adults as 

well. Sarah and Isak, for example, spend most of their Friday nights attending Shabbat dinner 

at a family member's house. For others, celebrating Shabbat is not something they do weekly, 

but rather when they feel like it. Leah sometimes hosts Shabbat dinners for her non-Jewish 

flatmates while others spend it with their partners or in groups of Jewish friends. Baking Challah 

bread58 is also a component for many in their regular or irregular Shabbat celebrations. A 

 
55 Rosh Hashana, “head of the year” in Hebrew, is a Jewish holiday also known as New Year's Day. It lasts for 

two days, the first and second day of the Jewish month of Tishrei, which falls in September or October. 
56 Kiddush, which means holiness, is the prayer over wine that sanctifies Shabbat and holidays. On Friday night, 

the Kiddush is recited over a full cup of wine before sitting down for dinner and before saying Hamotzi, the 

blessing over the challah bread. 
57 Someone who keeps shabbat (shomer Shabbat in Hebrew) follows the principles in Jewish law about not 

working on Shabbat. Shabbat laws are quite complex and also includes creating new things or fire, which also 

means refraining from turning on and off electricity, using ones phone, cooking, writing and so on.  
58 Challah is a braided bread that is often eaten in connection with Shabbat. Traditionally, two loaves are to be 

blessed, symbolizing the two portions of manna given to the children of Israel on Fridays during the Exodus 

from Egypt. 
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recurring feeling that is expressed is pride over learning how to bake one’s own Challah bread, 

either through family or internet recipes.  

Besides temporality, creativity is another element that influences the observance of holidays 

and celebrations. During the covid pandemic, some explain how they have hosted both Zoom-

seders59 for Pesach as well as video-kiddush with their long-distance partner. For others, 

moving Jewish holiday celebrations to the nearest free day of the week is also common. Some 

create the celebration for the Jewish holiday in relation to the coinciding holidays of the 

majority society, which is especially true for Hanukkah and Christmas. In Sarah’s family home, 

it is common to bake gingerbread while listening to klezmer60 music. For Abigail and her Jewish 

boyfriend, it was important to “create their own traditions based on what’s cozy”. During what 

Abigail calls “Chrismukkah” this meant buying a little Christmas tree, something she never had 

in her father’s home growing up. The tree was decorated with Jewish symbols such as Magen 

Davids that the couple ordered together on Amazon. Isak, who does not really like the idea of 

having Christmas decorations in his house, would like to have Christmas lights on his balcony 

if it was in the shape of a Magen David, something he spotted during last Christmas season. 

This mixing of holidays is less common when it comes to Pesach and Easter, since Easter is 

seen as “more Christian” or because Pesach is a major Jewish holiday, unlike Hanukkah.  

Creating Stockholmskosher 

The Swedish-Jewish slang Stockholmskosher is used by the informants as well as by Swedish 

Jews in general. The concept is defined in the book @stoltjude’s glossary: 

For many Jews in Sweden, it is hard to keep an outright kosher diet since there are few kosher 

restaurants, and hard to get hold of kosher products. However, many Jews choose to refrain from 

eating pork and seafood, and some avoid mixing meat and milk. This is often called 

“Stockholmskosher” or “half-kosher/fake kosher” within Swedish-Jewish slang (Tojzner & Norrby, 

2022, pp. 153).  

Even if most of the informants relate to kosher rules in some way, the approaches are diverse 

as well as irregular. Some claim that they “keep 100 percent kosher”, a claim that needs the 

intensifier “100 percent” to not be mistaken for Stockholmskosher. Some “partly” keep kosher, 

as not eating pork or not mixing meat and milk, while others eat whatever they feel like. Most 

 
59 Seder, which means order, refers to the Pesach (Passover) seder that is the ritual feast that marks the beginning 

of the Jewish holiday Pesach. 
60 Klezmer music is music that draws upon the traditions of Ashkenazi Judaism and Eastern European folk 

traditions. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_holiday
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passover
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informants are located somewhere in the middle of this kosher spectrum and use creativity when 

creating their kosher diet: 

Isak does not eat pork, or seafood nor usually mix meat and milk. When he cooks at home and 

makes a creamy sauce for a meat dish, he adds oat cream instead. After eating meat, Isak waits 

one hour instead of six61 to eat something milky “just for the sake of it”. Once when his housing 

cooperative had an annual meeting, “fläsklägg med rotmos”62 was served. Those with a special 

diet had to notify in advance, something Isak did not do since he is not open about being Jewish. 

He ate only rotmos instead. If Isak is invited to dinner or eating out, it is “not the end of the 

world if it happens to be some cream in the sauce”. Why Jews should separate meat and milk, 

he does not really know. He “doesn’t even think about doing it because he’s always done it”. 

When it comes to meat, Isak buys “regular” meat in the store and not kosher meat. If he had 

lived somewhere where it was more accessible, he probably would have bought kosher, because 

“then you don’t have to think so much”. A “really weird thing that he has got for himself” is 

that halal would be better than regular meat since “it’s a bit similar”63, which has led to him 

sometimes buying halal salami.  

As shown with Isak, his kosher habits are both situated and flexible. For many, what is 

consumed in one’s home is stricter when it comes to kosher rules while what is consumed in 

public spaces is more flexible. Other elements of the young Swedish Jews' kosher habits are 

irregularity and agency. Jakob, for example, has tried several ways of keeping kosher in periods 

and “right now” refrain from eating pork. Both Jakob and Hila have grown up in households 

with no kosher rules, but have decided to create their own:   

Hila still lives at home. In their house, no kosher rules are kept. After having her Bat Mitzvah64, 

she decided for herself that it was time to stop eating pork and seafood. She felt that she now 

“had done a very Jewish thing and needed to continue with something”. Her family accepted 

her decision, although her father and brothers laughed at her a little at first since they thought 

she would not make it. Now, several years later, Hila still keeps what she calls 

Stockholmskosher. Her mother always prepares a separate alternative for her when they eat 

 
61 Besides separating meat and milk, keeping kosher also means waiting between eating meat and milk. The 

general custom is to wait six hours. 
62 Fläsklägg med rotmos is a Swedish cuisine, the name means ham hock with root mash. 
63 Although kosher slaughter and halal slaughter are similar, halal meat is not considered kosher in any way 

according to kosher rules. Therefore, according to Halakhah, eating halal meat is equal to eating non-kosher 

meat slaughtered according to Swedish slaughter methods. 
64 Female version of Bar Mitzvah, see footnote number 13. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ham_hock
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pork. At Christmas though, Hila “cheats” and eats pork: “If I'm already celebrating a Christian 

holiday, I might as well eat it”, she chuckles. Recently, she also started to undertake other 

Jewish food practices such as fasting. Hila did not know that Jews were supposed to fast during 

Yom Kippur65 until she saw it on Instagram. She immediately thought “I’ll do it” and told her 

slightly surprised parents. At first, her parents were critical and did not like the idea of it, but 

when they realized she was serious about it, her mother helped her prepare a hearty meal to get 

ready for the fast.  

Besides kosher rules, food has a key role in connecting to one’s Jewishness, as earlier touched 

upon in the section about connecting to the Holy Land as well as baking Challah for Shabbat. 

Learning to cook Jewish recipes is a well-used strategy for feeling Jewish. However, Leah 

brings up another dimension of how she has a Jewish approach to food: 

Leah does not keep kosher but grew up in a home where certain kosher rules were followed. 

When talking to her mother about Jewish diet rules, they agreed that it is “more than just 

kosher”. Leah believes that it is also about having “some kind of respect for food”, a special 

way of thinking. She gives the example that she always eats up, something her family 

background as Holocaust survivors has left marks on. But Leah believes that it is also about the 

fact that the process of cooking kosher is so extensive and takes time, so that “you really 

appreciate the food when you finally can eat”. I enthusiastically respond that I can relate and 

that it is strictly forbidden to disgrace food by taking it into the bathroom in my family. She 

laughs understandingly and refers further to Shabbat: “In my family, we have always eaten 

together around the dining table. You gather, as on Shabbat. When I heard that you could have 

dinner in front of the TV, I was in shock!” 

If the young Swedish Jews' kosher habits would be measured in survey boxes of yes or no, a 

variety of Jewish practices would become invisible. From this small sample, only one informant 

would “pass the kosher bar” in such a survey, while most informants constantly relate to and 

make decisions based on kosher rules in their everyday life. Mundane practices such as eating 

out, having dinner at a friend’s house, or cooking a traditional Swedish recipe are followed by 

negotiation of how to do kosher in the specific situation. Moreover, the informants' kosher 

habits often appear contradictory. Isak has made sense of halal meat as “more kosher” than 

 
65 In Judaism, Yom Kippur is the holiest day of the year when one fasts for a day and devotes time for prayer and 

reflection. The purpose of the fast is not to think about worldly things and instead focus on healing and 

improvement. Fellow human beings and God should be asked for forgiveness as well as one is supposed to 

forgive others.  
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meat slaughtered according to Swedish methods, something inaccurate according to Halakhah, 

and Hila has decided that eating pork on Christmas makes sense since she is already celebrating 

a Christian holiday. In other words, the young Swedish Jews relate to the established kosher 

rules, what of it feels meaningful and what is possible when they create their own interpretation 

of kosher.  

To summarize, when it comes to individual Jewish practices, I have presented both how young 

Swedish Jews do “weird things” that they have created by and for themselves but also how they 

continue to carry on Jewish traditions. When doing “weird things”, the informants create their 

own Jewish practices where the desired end is feeling Jewish or getting an outlet for a feeling 

of Jewishness. As I have shown, the “weird things” can often be tacit and are not always 

reflected upon. Therefore, the practice theory approach has been important for making tacit 

knowledge and practices visible as well as in showing the meaning these practices provide for 

the young Swedes’ Jewishness. Many of these weird practices may seem as contradictory to 

everyone else but the practitioner, which proves the importance of taking ambiguity into 

account when trying to understand what it means to be Jewish.  

When carrying on tradition, the young Swedish Jews attempt to reproduce more conventional 

Jewish practices. The failure to do so is often what invokes feelings of Jewish guilt, rather than 

not believing in God or being critical of traditional Jewish practice. The desired end for carrying 

on tradition is precisely that: to contribute to Jewish continuity. Both doing “weird things” and 

carrying on tradition are practices formed by ambiguous elements such as irregularity, 

creativity, agency, temporality, and contradictions. Since irregularity and temporality are such 

consistent aspects of the doing of Jewishness, one could question how meaningful it really is to 

measure Jewish practices such as keeping kosher with yes and no survey boxes. While many 

practices in between the yes and no boxes remain unseen, there is also a chance that the opposite 

box would be ticked if the survey was sent out at another time. This is the strength of the concept 

of lived religion. As I have aimed to show here, lived religion is a fruitful tool to distinguish 

the actual Jewish experience of young Swedish Jews from a Judaism with institutionally defined 

beliefs and practices. With the lived religion approach, doing “weird things” becomes the 

Jewish practice it is experienced as by its practitioners. 

Jew it together: community and belonging  

When doing Jewishness, a central part is doing it together. The most common words used by 

the informants to define what being Jewish means is tradition and community. Paradoxically, 
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as shown above, the young Swedish Jews do a significant part of their Jewishness on their own 

and are both flexible and creative when it comes to traditions, which again speaks to the 

ambiguity that is attached to doing Jewishness. Making sense out of Jewishness as something 

communal rather than individual can depend on the tacit aspects of the individual practices. 

Unlike the communal practices, they are harder to pin down and legitimize as Jewish. Also, the 

individual practices can be seen as a reminder of community when on your own, that the 

purpose of carrying them out is to relate back to belonging to the group. Moreover, the feeling 

of being Jewish is formed by ambiguity. Some words that are used to describe it are warm, 

confusing, awesome, hard, familiar, frustrating, cool, heavy, cozy, and magical. Another 

recurring feeling expressed is pride over the group as a whole as well as over specific members 

who have made great accomplishments. I have previously shown how the feeling of Jewishness 

can be connected to certain places. To return to Hila’s statement about feeling Jewish “in her 

family’s rec room”, there is nothing specifically Jewish in the room itself: it contains some 

wardrobes, abandoned instruments, and equipment for leisure activities that someone once 

used. Instead, the Jewishness of the rec room depends on the dancing that takes place in the 

room together with other Jews during celebrations. In other words, Jewishness happens with 

other Jews. It can therefore seem paradoxical that many also state that they feel Jewish in non-

Jewish contexts as on midsummer66 or in groups of only non-Jews. However, that feeling of 

Jewishness is experienced as being different, not completely fitting in, and relating back to 

one’s community. Ultimately, for some, community does not only mean a magical feeling of 

togetherness but a feeling of being left out or not fully belonging. For the young Swedish Jews, 

belonging to the Jewish community in Sweden and the Jewish people in general means 

navigating through feelings of togetherness and tensions both within and outside of the group.  

The magical feeling of togetherness   

The feeling of doing Jewishness together with others is often described as magical. 

Togetherness is a source of energy, happiness, and motivation. Many of the informants describe 

how they have non-Jewish friends that are “really curious and interested” as well as supportive 

non-Jewish partners. However, being a young Jew in Sweden also means handling everyday 

misunderstandings from the majority society, various types of antisemitisms, and being the only 

Jew in many contexts. These parts are also those that are described as confusing, hard, and 

 
66 Midsummer (midsommar in Swedish) is a holiday celebrated near the summer solstice, mainly in northern 

Europe. In Sweden, the holiday can be considered one of the most significant elements in Swedish culture where 

one traditionally dance around a maypole (majstång) and eat traditional Swedish food. Midsummer is a holiday 

that dates to pre-Christian times. 
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heavy. Thus, connecting to the group by carrying out communal activities, celebrations, 

conversations, and support is of high importance for many.  

Horas and Havdalahs  

When carrying out Jewish communal practices, many experience a “magical feeling” that they 

“cannot really put into words”. Some try to make sense out of it as religious, irrespective of 

believing in God or not: 

Leah's “absolute favorite sequence” of Judaism is Havdalah67. Shabbat is over, people gather, 

and “hopefully someone knows how to do it”, she laughs. She loves when everyone sings 

together and “especially when everyone hums, it's so incredibly beautiful”. Leah and I 

participate in a large Shabbat celebration together. The darkness has fallen, which means that 

Shabbat is over for this week. We all meet out in the yard; it is a dark and cold spring night. 

The atmosphere is positive and cheerful, it is soon time for evening festivities. Slowly, all 

participants form a ring and begin to hum the melody of the Havdalah. Everyone puts their arms 

around each other and swings their bodies slowly from side to side. Someone lights the long, 

braided Havdalah candle and we start singing the blessing. Some know the Hebrew Havdalah 

blessing, and some do not but hum along anyway. The leader of the Havdalah lifts the glass of 

wine, and we singingly bless it. Afterward, the leader sends around the besamim, a container of 

sweet-smelling spices in the ring. We each smell its fragrance and send it on while singingly 

blessing the spices. Then, the person next to the leader holds up the Havdalah candle so 

everyone can see it, and we bless the creation of fire while holding out our hands towards the 

flame. The blessing ends with the praise of God and his distinction between the holy and the 

profane, between the Shabbat and the rest of the week. The Havdalah leader takes a sip of the 

wine, and the candle holder puts out the light in the wine that remains. The ring still swings 

from side to side while humming. The Havdalah ends with the ring being dismantled and the 

participants hug each other one by one wishing each other shavua tov, a good new week. 

The magical feeling of togetherness does not necessarily happen with one’s local community 

but can be invoked by the feeling of being a part of the Jewish people as a whole. For Mark, 

who plays football, this is especially true at the Maccabiah, an international Jewish multi-sport 

event often referred to as the “Jewish Olympics”: 

 
67 Havdalah (separation in Hebrew) is the ceremony that concludes the Shabbat. Havdalah starts after sunset and 

marks the difference between the Shabbat and the other days of the week. 
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It's the best thing I know. The Maccabiah is unique. It's the combination of just having a lot of fun, 

like with any other sports competition if that gets you going. But what I think makes it fantastic is 

that you get to meet others who are like yourself who are not from Sweden but have similar 

experiences and just to get to go there and feel safe. It feels so insane that you like get there and… 

some cry when they come home because this is like their two weeks of safety and then they go home 

again and can’t… they have like their only Jewish connection there. You meet Jews from like Turkey 

who are super exposed. [...] And it’s amazing that you get the opportunity to hang out with them. 

[...] It's like a magical feeling. […] One of my strongest Jewish memories is…at the Maccabiah, 

they sometimes play Hatikvah68 before the game just like you play the national anthem. But then 

everyone has the same national anthem [laughs] so no matter who you meet, everyone sings 

Hatikvah. And it feels so insane, because they're not playing two national anthems, they're just 

playing one. At the first Maccabiah that I went to, they played a version of Hatikvah that was 

completely magical that I haven’t been able to find since. But it was a woman singing, and she really 

hit the last note hard. It sent shivers down my spine every time. And since then, when I hear 

Hatikvah, I get like shivers as soon as it goes on because I’m immediately reminded of that moment. 

And that…is very religious. For me.  

Besides the Maccabiah, Mark's “religiosity is very strong” when visiting the synagogue, 

something he shares with other informants. Both those who consider themselves believers and 

those who do not explain how hearing the songs and prayers in the synagogue gives them a 

somewhat religious feeling: “I don’t believe in my everyday life, but maybe I believe a bit when 

I’m there!”, as Mark puts it. Isak, who goes to synagogue quite often thinks it “feels great”. He 

reads in Hebrew and can follow the prayer but “have no idea what he’s saying”. When he looks 

at the translation of the prayer “it just sounds weird” but he still thinks that “there’s something 

with going there…it’s hard to put into words”. Jakob describes it like this: 

I actually don’t care about what the lyrics say, I care more about how it sounds and the feeling it 

gives when everyone stands in a group and sings the same thing. It…I don’t know. Something 

physical happens inside of me that’s hard to explain.  

Marks situated belief and his religious feelings which seem contradictory further shows the 

ambiguity of the religiosity of the young Swedish Jews. Moreover, both Isak and Jakob’s 

experiences demonstrates how feeling comes before thinking when they participate in 

synagogue service. As Jakob explains, the magical feeling departs from the body and is hard to 

make sense of. For others, the magical feeling of togetherness is rather a warm feeling of 

familiarity than connected to religiosity: 

 
68 Hatikvah (The Hope in Hebrew) is a 19th-century Jewish poem and the national anthem of Israel. The 

romantic composition’s theme is the 2000-year-old hope of returning to the Holy Land and reclaiming it as a free 

and sovereign nation. 
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Sarah, who often goes to her parents' house for Shabbat dinners, would not celebrate Shabbat 

if she was alone. She “has no need for the religious, it's more that it brings the family together”. 

When it comes to the synagogue, she expresses similar feelings. Although Sarah does not go to 

the synagogue very often for herself, she has “no problem with going to shul on Shabbes” with 

her boyfriend who attends every week. She feels part of the synagogue; she knows many of the 

visitors and every part of the building. We visit the empty synagogue on a Wednesday at noon 

and Sarah talks about her memories of growing up there. We walk between the rows in the 

men's section, and she points out the places her male family members usually sit. After, Sarah 

leads me up the stairs to the left balcony which is the place where she always used to sit with 

her mother and aunt when she was younger. “This is a very happy place for me”, she says, 

looking out over the synagogue. 

A warm feeling of familiarity rather than feelings of religiosity is also more common for 

communal practices such as holidays and celebrations. Some refer to “the happy feeling of 

dancing the Hora69” at a wedding, Bnei Mitzvah70 parties, or other celebrations in the 

community or among friends and family. Sarah states that “there’s no better celebrations than 

Jewish ones” and Hila thinks it is “super fun” and gives a “wow feeling” when her parents’ 

house is full of guests, food, and dancing during holidays and celebrations. For Jakob, “there’s 

something about that we [he and his Jewish friends] think it’s so much fun that instead of just 

drinking beer and having pizza, someone cooks a chicken soup and makes a challah dough the 

night before”.  

In other words, the magical feeling of togetherness is both connected to religiosity and 

familiarity. As Hochschild states, when naming a feeling, it can seem simplistic to give it one 

name. The same event, togetherness, can make us feel different things simultaneously. 

Returning to Mark’s experiences of the Maccabiah, the feeling it invokes are both connected to 

religiosity, as when singing Hatikvah together, as it is about familiarity when meeting young 

Jews and feeling safe together. Instead of viewing this as mixed psychological states, these 

feelings are different features of the situation for us to focus on (Hochschild, 2012, pp. 52). 

Moreover, the desired end for the togetherness is the energy, happiness, and motivation it brings 

with it, which by many informants conceptualized as “magical”. For those familiar with Randall 

Collins’ (2005) sociology of rituals, the magical feeling of togetherness is reminiscent of his 

 
69 The Hora is a circle dance with roots in Romanian folk dance that traditionally is performed at Jewish 

weddings and celebrations.  
70 The common word for Bar and Bat Mitzvah.  



57 

 

concept of emotional energy. Collins argues that the main virtue of being part of a group is the 

emotional energy that one gets from participating in social gatherings. This emotional energy 

enables people to do things in a crowd that they could not or would not do on their own (Collins, 

2005). Therefore, when doing Jewishness together, such as dancing the Hora or participating in 

a Havdalah, the young Swedish Jews feel stronger since they are a part of something much 

stronger than they are as individuals.  

Soul talks and deep connections  

Togetherness also means feeling a connection to other group members that is hard to put into 

words. Having deep conversations as well as mutual understanding without the need for 

conversations, many describe as an important way of connecting to other Jews. Even if all 

informants state that they feel Swedish and a belonging to Sweden, many of them can feel 

misunderstood by the majority society and different in non-Jewish contexts. Expressions such 

as “they don’t get it” is common as well as a tiredness of the lack of knowledge about what it 

means to be Jewish. The feeling of not being understood or being different in the majority 

society can be handled by connecting to other Jews that can relate to your experiences: 

Shiraz grew up in a small town where she had no Jewish friends. She has always been very 

open about being Jewish and says that “it’s such a big part of me that it’s almost impossible to 

hide”. Her openness has led to several antisemitic incidents. Not so long ago, she was exposed 

at a close friend's party where one of the guests’ expressed things like “you shouldn’t think you 

are someone just because you’re a Jew”. Later, jokes were thrown around about her being 

greedy followed by anti-Israel comments. Afterwards, Shiraz started to cry, which none of the 

guests first reacted to. After a while, her friend came up and hugged her and the girl who had 

exposed her said “sorry, but I didn’t know that you were so damn sensitive about this”. Shiraz 

was deeply affected by the incident and began to feel that she “couldn’t take it anymore”. She 

says that she does not really have the energy to make new friends anymore “because she has 

been burned so many times”. A friend then suggested that “it might work if she wasn’t so open 

with that she’s Jewish”. Recently, Shiraz has started to get to know other Jews after moving to 

a new city. She expresses how it is a relief to finally have people to talk to who “gets it”: 

If something happens, I know I have people to talk to who understand me on a deep level because 

they have been through it as well. I can’t talk to my non-Jewish friends about what it feels like to be 

Jewish and exposed, because they don’t get it. 
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Leah and her group of Jewish friends have always shared their experiences with each other, no 

matter if it is about antisemitism or whether to find a partner who is Jewish or not. She explains 

how they have grown up together as “seven random people that just have this one thing in 

common who would never meet otherwise”. When they share antisemitic experiences with each 

other, Leah says that “they take less hard on you”. For, Abigail meeting her Jewish boyfriend 

meant finding a source of connection and someone to share her Jewish experience with: 

Even though Abigail is raised in Stockholm, she has never been involved in the community. 

When she was single, she downloaded the Jewish dating app JSwipe to see what it had to offer. 

This led to her meeting her boyfriend, one of the few Jews she knows outside of her family. 

Abigail, who is a student, recently began her internship at a care unit. One day, which happened 

to be Holocaust Remembrance Day, she read up on her patients as before every shift. In the 

room, two colleagues ordered food from Foodora. When they saw that the delivery fee for the 

food was 75 crowns, one of them blurted out “fucking disgusting Jews”, after which the other 

one laughed. Abigail, who got “so fucking angry”, left the room crying. When she told her 

fellow student about the incident, she did not really react. Although when she told her boyfriend, 

he became very angry and asked what he could do. For Abigail, meeting her Jewish boyfriend 

has meant being able to share “a certain understanding” with someone and not having to explain 

everything: “Like he grew up with death threats as well”. 

Daniella uses the Hebrew phrase sichat nefesh, which she translates to soul talk, to explain the 

deep connection she can feel when having conversations with other Jews: 

Daniella says that when she was in her exchange years, she and her best friend there used to 

have long conversations. The way they talked felt “so expressive” and stayed with her. “It's 

about like…the soul. It's in my soul. And sichat nefesh is when I share pieces of my soul with 

others, and they see me”. Daniella explains it as a way of thinking and a way of talking that she 

has a hard time reaching with her non-Jewish friends in Sweden. “Here, it is like...nothing can 

be…sacred. Or unexplainable”. 

As seen, an important meaning of community is the ability to share one’s Jewish experience 

with others. When, for example, the feeling of Jewishness is “hard to put into words” or 

“unexplainable”, connecting to people with similar experiences is a well-used strategy. The 

same is true for experiences of antisemitism.  
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Ambivalent institutions: belonging and tensions  

Finally, the relation to the Jewish community in Sweden seems to be a decisive factor for the 

informants’ Jewish experiences. Some have grown up with a community that they consider of 

central importance for their doing of Jewishness; some have attended Jewish schools, leisure 

activities, or camps, others have attended all of them. For some of the informants who have not 

been or are not connected to a community, the family or one’s social network has been central. 

Others have had own responsibility for nurturing their Jewishness and have used individual 

strategies for carrying it out. However, all informants relate to the community in one way or 

another. For some, it is a familiar and given place, while for others it is what they never were 

or felt part of. Another important point is that the feelings of belonging to the community are 

not straightforward. Instead, ambiguous feelings of being part of and being left out can be felt 

by one individual on different occasions or simultaneously. It should be noted that when I use 

the expression Jewish community in Sweden here, I do not refer to any actual congregation but 

rather organized Jewish life in general.  

Glämsta-kids and newcomers  

A recurring key player that many informants use as a scale for how integrated one is in the 

Jewish community in Sweden is attendance at the Jewish summer camp Glämsta. Those who 

feel a strong sense of belonging in the Jewish community in Sweden have spent most of their 

summers at Glämsta as children and young adults, meeting other Jews, learning, and 

connecting. Sarah, for example, describes herself as a “Glämsta-kid”, in which she also includes 

other youth activities such as attending a weekly Cheder71 and trips such as March of the 

Living72. Others, who do not consider themselves very integrated into the Jewish community 

in Sweden use expressions such as “I haven’t even been to Glämsta”, which further shows its 

role for feelings of belonging. For many of the Glämsta-kids, it has been an important element 

in forming their Jewishness as well as a place where they feel Jewish:  

There is something very special about the fact that there is a place in Sweden where only Jews hang 

out. Like there is no other place like that. Sure, there are Jewish homes. But like, the feeling that you 

can walk around in the woods and live in a certain place for two or three weeks and know that within 

this enclosure there are only Jews. […] It feels very special in that way (Mark). 

 
71 Cheder (room in Hebrew) is an evening or Sunday class that young Jews can attend outside of their regular 

school to learn about Jewish religion, history, traditions, and Hebrew. 
72 March of the Living is an educational program which brings young Jewish pupils from around the world to 

Poland, where they explore the remnants of the Holocaust. 
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For Isak, another Glämsta-kid, Glämsta can be seen as a part of his Swedish-Jewish circle of 

life. He describes how it used to be a lot of Bar and Bat Mitzvot, Glämsta, and Shabbat Irgun73. 

Now, it is about attending SJUF74 , and “soon it will probably be weddings”. Later, there will 

be kids that you “may want to put in the Jewish kindergarten, and then you meet all your old 

friends again and maybe your kids become best friends”. Returning to Mark, he has integrated 

Glämsta in his making of a Jewish home:  

On one of Mark's walls, there is a white piece of paper with the letters “BK” on it. He says that 

BK stands for “Barnkammaren” which is one of the houses the camp participants stay in at 

Glämsta. After a camp, he took the sign home as a memory and put it up on the wall. The little 

note with letters written in italics decorated with small green leaves is something that makes 

Mark feel Jewish in his everyday life. It happens that he sees the note, is reminded of his 

Jewishness, and is struck by the thought that “now I’ll read Shema75”. Despite the warm 

memories Mark has from Glämsta, he describes how he has a somewhat complicated 

relationship with the place. When he got older and attended football camp instead, he missed a 

few summers at Glämsta which he calls “some of the most important years”. After that, he “had 

to work very hard” to get back into the community.  

Unlike Sarah, Isak, and Mark who has grown up with Glämsta as a part of their Jewish life, 

Leah and Jakob entered this world later on. For Leah and Jakob who started to attend Glämsta 

as young adults as leaders, it is “very fun” and “a blast”. Still, they both express how it is clear 

that they are newcomers into this “own little world of Jewish culture”, as Leah puts it. At 

Glämsta, Jakob was “drawn into everything immediately”. This has also laid the foundation for 

many of his current friendships as well as a commitment to Jewish youth association life. Many 

of his Glämsta friends had known each other since they were children and Jakob, therefore, 

became a “newer friend” to everyone. Many things were new to him, such as Glämsta-slang 

and synagogue service, but he laughs and says that he only “went with it” until he got it right. 

Leah explains how she “was exotic” at Glämsta in the beginning since she was “this new person 

 
73 Shabbat Irgun is an event for Jewish teenagers from all Scandinavia which takes place during a weekend with 

joint Shabbat celebration and other activities. 
74 SJUF, shortage for Scandinavian Jewish Youth Association (Skandinaviska Judiska Ungdomsförbundet in 

Swedish), has since 1925 organized New Year's event for young Jews in Scandinavia. The informant refers to 

this event.  
75 The Shema refers to the Jewish prayer Shema Israel. The Shema is the centerpiece of the daily morning and 

evening prayer services and is considered by some the most essential prayer in all of Judaism. The prayer should 

be recited with one’s right hand covering the eyes. It is also common for Jews to recite the Shema as a 

declaration of the Jewish faith, for example as last words, when in need, or when searching to connect with God.  
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from Halland76”. She describes it as “quite scary” since “everyone knows each other” and that 

it is like a “whole new world” to enter. Every time before she goes to work as a leader at 

Glämsta, she gets very nervous, but it is “very fun once she’s out there”. 

Neither Daniella nor Shiraz has attended a Glämsta summer camp. While Daniella’s family 

could not afford it, Shiraz was not aware that the summer camp existed until she was older. 

However, both have entered the Jewish community in Sweden in other ways. Both grew up in 

places where there were no Jewish communities but later in life moved to cities where these 

exist. Daniella describes how antisemitism always has been a present part of her youth. 

Therefore, it was “very relieving” when she became old enough to move to a larger city herself. 

There, she met Jewish friends and became involved in Jewish youth association life. Daniella 

explains that “we obviously just don’t talk about Jewish stuff when we meet, but there is a part 

of you that you never have to explain”. For Shiraz, it was an “extreme relief” to finally have a 

community: 

Shiraz has always been used to practicing her Jewishness on her own. Therefore, it was a bit 

hard for her to know how to reach out to the community when she moved to her new city. When 

I meet Shiraz, we attend a Jewish event in her city and bump into her rabbi there. Pesach is 

approaching, and he asks her if she wants to come and celebrate Seder with them. Shiraz, who 

cannot attend, tells the rabbi that “I know I'm not active and that I’m bad at keeping touch. But 

it's just so incredibly nice to know that you exist. It's a relief in my heart not to be alone”. The 

next day Shiraz and I have coffee at her place, and she explains that it was repeated antisemitic 

incidents that led her to finally contact the congregation in her new city. She contacted the 

Rebbetzin77 and asked to speak to her about what she was going through. Later, she joined the 

Jewish youth association in the city as well. For Shiraz, the relief of having a context applies to 

both positive and negative aspects: “If I, chas ve chalila78, get beaten up on town, I will have 

support. But it is also about that if I want to go to synagogue on a Saturday, I can”. 

Hating gefilte fish and the visitors from Blekinge 

Not everyone who has wished to enter the Jewish community in Sweden has been “drawn into 

everything immediately” like Jakob. Instead, community and belonging are ambiguous and 

complex parts of the Jewish experience. In other words, young Swedish Jews navigate through 

 
76 The geographical place has been changed to protect the anonymity of the informant.  
77 Rebbetzin (or Rabbanit in Hebrew) is the title used for the wife of a rabbi. 
78 Chas ve chalila means God forbid or heaven forbid in Hebrew. 
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feelings of togetherness and tension when it comes to being a part of a community. Three main 

tensions are expressed among the informants. The first tension regards how integrated one is 

into the community. The young Swedish Jews that are not Glämsta-kids are often aware of their 

situation as “looking in from the outside”, as Hila puts it. Noam, who has attended Glämsta 

once, has a more negative experience of it: 

The only time Noam felt alone in his Jewishness has been the few times he has been in 

connection with other Jews in Stockholm at his age. When he was 12 years old and went to 

Glämsta for the first time, he experienced it as “everyone already knew each other since 

kindergarten” and that he “didn’t click so well with them”. Growing up with an immigrant 

Israeli parent, it was difficult for Noam to identify with the Jewish culture among the Swedish 

Jews. It was “cultural things that are very difficult to put into words, like how people behave”. 

To Noam, the other Swedish Jews felt “first as Swedes and Jews in the second place” but he 

thinks they “would be very offended if he said that”. Instead, Jewish culture for him is 

intertwined with an Israeli way of being, which he explains as a life shaped by chutzpah79. He 

describes himself as someone loud, who “doesn’t take shit”, and who shouts “ey yeled ma ata 

ose!” [ey kid whatcha doing!] as Israelis do if a child does not behave, instead of looking at the 

parent strangely, as Swedes. Noam wishes that Judaism could be a bit more central in his life, 

but he does not know how. Since he does not like the community, he has no interest in 

approaching it again, and he experiences that there are others in the same situation: “It's like 

there are a lot of Jews standing around and looking for a context but all we see is other lonely 

Jews instead of some kind of togetherness”.  

The tensions of being a part of the Jewish community in Sweden are not restricted to only those 

who do not participate. One informant who is well integrated into the community explains how 

their parents, who are immigrants, have experienced more tensions than the person themself 

has done: 

My parents think this is very difficult, because they have moved here. […] Because I have Jewish 

friends whose parents went to Glämsta together, whose parents have worked at Glämsta together, 

and know each other very well. And then they have children. It obviously becomes a completely 

different thing when it’s 40 years of contact. This then leads to them having children and then 

continuing to see each other because the families see each other. It's not strange. But it can be 

 
79 Chutzpah is a Yiddish and Hebrew word that can be described as audacity, gall, or nerve. The word chutzpah 

can both be used as something good or bad, bravery that boarders to rudeness. For example, someone with 

chutzpah say what they think without worrying about hurting someone's feelings, looking silly, or getting in 

trouble. 
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apparent if there are a lot of families like that and everyone is in the same place. And if you yourself 

don’t belong to that group, it can be very difficult to get into it, just because you de facto have a 

different background. [...] It's not like anyone is shitty. It’s more invisible things. That you feel that 

you’re being excluded. 

Hila, that lives almost two hours from the closest Jewish community, got the question after her 

Bat Mitzvah to come and sing in synagogue during services on Shabbats. Since then, she travels 

to the closest community about once a month. She likes to meet “the oldies in the synagogue 

because they’re so cute”, listen to the worship leader's sermon and meet the cantor since “he’s 

super kind”. But she also says that every time she comes to the community she is “very careful 

and stands a little behind everyone”. Hila thinks this is because she is not there that often and 

does not really know people. She explains how people in the community usually refer to them 

as “the visitors from Blekinge80”. Hila knows that there are youth associations connected to the 

congregation and would really have liked it if it had existed where she lived. She misses the 

context she had when she used to hang out in the church, “but not the church itself”. Instead, 

she wishes that there had been some activities where she lives for what she is. 

The second tension of belonging is experienced by those whose mother is not Jewish. Even if 

most Jewish congregations in Sweden today accept members that have a Jewish parent instead 

of only those with a Jewish mother, not having a Jewish mother is still a sensitive point for 

Abigail and Daniella: 

Abigail has always been told by her cousins in the United States that she is not Jewish because 

her mother is Christian. Growing up, she was confused about what she could identify as. Over 

the years, she concluded that she could decide for herself what she is and called herself Jewish 

even though she knows that not everyone agrees. However, Abigail describes that she still has 

“that feeling inside of not being Jewish enough”. It is this feeling that has held her back when 

she wanted to approach the congregation in her city, which has led to her constantly dragging 

out on it. Now, when she is in her 20s, Abigail feels that it would be “weird if she joined now”. 

Daniella also has a non-Jewish mother. She says that it “sure as hell is hard” and that it feels 

like she “has no birthright to anything”. One day she will probably convert, but she points out 

that it is both expensive and time-consuming. The thought of having to convert also makes her 

angry: “Can't I just be an adequate fucking member, with the way I grew up, with all my 

experiences? I am Jewish. They would have sent me to the extermination camps too”. 

 
80 The geographical place has been changed to protect the anonymity of the informant.  
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Finally, a further tension when it comes to belonging to the community regards what sometimes 

is conceptualized as Ashkenormativity, a fusion of the words “Ashkenazi” and “normative”. 

The concept of Ashkenormativity has entered general usage in global discussions of Jewish 

community identity and refers to a unique kind of eurocentrism that has found its way into 

Jewish culture. Comparable to how whiteness is defined as the norm, Ashkenazi has been 

defined as “the normative way of being Jewish”. Since Ashkenazi Jewishness is the norm 

among the congregations as well as the ethnocultural background of most Swedish Jews, those 

who have another background can experience feelings of not belonging. For Shiraz who is 

Mizrahi, these tensions are a significant part of her Jewish experience in Sweden: 

Shiraz would not say that she feels part of Jewish culture in Sweden: “as a Mizrahi Jew, as a 

Kurdish, Syrian and Israeli Jew, I don’t have the same culture as the majority of Swedish Jews”. 

She does not experience the Swedish-Jewish culture as her culture. “When I go to Shabbat 

dinners, I'm like what’s this? What food is this? What are they doing? Why do they do this? 

Why do they hate their lives!?”81, Shiraz jokes and we laugh. She has reacted to many 

unfamiliar things since she moved closer to a congregation, such as the food. Shiraz, who is 

used to Middle Eastern food like kubbeh82 and hamin83, says that she now often encounters 

Ashkenazi dishes such as Gefilte fish. After mentioning Gefilte fish, she whispers “yuk!”, with 

a disgusted face. Besides food, the unfamiliarity is also about how things work in the 

synagogue, where Shiraz points out that “there is a huge difference”. In the Swedish 

synagogues, the sitting differs from what she is used to, but it is also about how the synagogues 

look like: “I'm not used to our synagogues looking like churches. Sometimes it can feel 

somewhat Christian because it is so influenced by it…and that doesn’t fit me”. Another 

important component for Shiraz is music, where there also is a large difference: “like yesterday 

when we were at the event, and they played Hava Nagilah [giggles]. That’s not our music”. 

Among non-Jewish Swedes, she can sometimes be questioned, such as “you can’t be a Kurd, 

you’re a Jew”. Shiraz's little explication is mixed with sighs, laughter, and frustration. She 

 
81 It is common for Jews of different ethnocultural backgrounds to joke about each other's cultures. Here, the 

informant says “why do they [Ashkenazi Jews] hate their lives” with a twinkle in her eye. It is not uncommon for 

Mizrahi or Sephardic Jews to joke about the lack of spices or taste in Ashkenazi cuisine or their much stricter 

dietary laws during Pesach where they do not only refrain from eating leavened grains, but also other grains and 

seeds such as rice and corn etc.  
82 Kubbeh is a family of dishes of Iraqi and Kurdish Jewish origin that consist of a filled dumpling soup, with a 

wide array of fillings and soup broths. 
83 Hamin is a traditional Jewish stew that in Ashkenazi cuisine is known as cholent. Similarities are the slow 

cooking of the stew and that it is often eaten at Shabbat. However, ingredients and spices differ.   
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concludes by stating that she thinks she would have been “much more active in the community 

if she had felt that it represented her a little more”. 

A few years ago, Hila found out that she is a Sephardic Jew. Before that, she did not know that 

there were “different kinds of Jews”, something she learned when she started following the 

Instagram account @stoltjude. Since she does not really know what it means to be Sephardi, 

she is unsure about what differs from the Ashkenazi traditions she encounters in the 

congregation. When they do something in the congregation or synagogue that she does not 

recognize she usually “just goes with the flow”. However, Hila knows that there are some 

differences when it comes to food and gives an example of Sephardic leek steaks that they eat 

at home during Pesach. She continues to learn about Jews from all around the world on various 

Instagram accounts, as well as her own ethnocultural background.  

Daniella, who is Ashkenazi, is embarrassed when she says that she used to “have an extremely 

Ashkenormative image of Judaism” and that she hardly knew that there were Jews from places 

like the Middle East, North Africa, India, and Ethiopia. This, among many other things, she has 

learned through all the Jewish activists she follows on Instagram. Daniella explains that she has 

not discussed this topic with her Jewish friends here in Sweden, but she points out that “she is 

really thankful” for learning this and continues to take part in various Jewish issues on 

Instagram.  

As one can see, the belonging to the Jewish community is formed by ambiguity. Feelings such 

as relief of being understood and sharing experiences are mixed with feelings of not being fully 

included. When discussing intra-conflicts in a minority group, an important reminder is its 

universality. That intra-conflicts exist should not be seen as sociologically interesting for Jewish 

experience per se, as it probably would be true for any group. What instead is relevant is that 

ambiguity forms the Jewish experience also when it comes to belonging to the community. As 

seen with Shiraz, community can be both a “relief in one’s heart” and not feeling represented 

simultaneously.  

To sum up the communal doing of Jewishness, it can be seen as a source of energy, happiness, 

and motivation. As stated, Jewishness (partly) happens with other Jews which can make young 

Swedish Jews feel Jewish in places with no Jewish attributes, such as a rec room, because of 

the communal Jewish practices that take part there. When participating in communal Jewish 

practices, a magical feeling of togetherness can be felt which often is the motivation for 

participating. The magical feeling of togetherness has different features, such as religiosity and 
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familiarity. Another important communal practice is connecting to other Jews and sharing 

similar experiences. Sharing experiences is often, but not always, about being in a minority 

condition. Finding people with similar experiences who “gets it” is an important tool for 

example for handling antisemitism. As in any group, the belonging is formed by several 

tensions. As seen, the young Swedish Jews are a heterogeneous group with diverse Jewish 

experiences formed by aspects such as for example locality, ethnocultural background, family, 

and religiosity. However, the feeling of togetherness and tensions coexist in a both/and logic 

and can be felt simultaneously.  
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Chapter 6: Summary and discussion  

This study has employed ethnographic methods to understand how young Swedish Jews 

experience their Jewishness and how the relation between experience and practice can be 

understood with regard to these experiences. My sociological angle was informed by practice 

theory and lived religion. This proved to be fruitful since it laid emphasis on phenomenological 

aspects such as departing from the experience of Jewishness as well as highlighting important 

aspects as body and objects, which has provided a fresh look at how young Swedish Jews do 

Jewishness.  

As shown in chapter five, young Swedish Jews today do Jewishness both on their own and 

together with others. The individual Jewish practices can be seen as a reminder of being Jewish 

and belonging to the Jewish people while the communal practices work as a source of energy 

and togetherness. When doing Jewishness individually, the young Swedish Jews partly create 

their own ways of doing Jewishness. These unconventional practices, in this study 

conceptualized as doing “weird things”, cannot always be rationalized, or made sense of by the 

practitioners. The desired end for carrying out unconventional Jewish practices, such as creating 

your own prayer ritual, planting Israeli avocado seeds, and wearing a kippa in your home, is 

mainly to feel Jewish. The “weird things” either work as an outlet for feelings of Jewishness or 

invoke feelings of Jewishness when practiced.  

At the same time, doing Jewishness on your own also means carrying on tradition. These 

practices can be seen as more conventionally Jewish, but still contain a high level of creativity 

and negotiation. The young Swedish Jews for example make a Jewish home in a way that 

reflects who they are, have their own interpretation of what observing Shabbat means, and 

create and negotiate their own kosher rules. When doing Jewishness on your own, “weird 

things” as well as carrying on tradition, the young Swedish Jews use the Jewish tools they have 

in their backpack, such as heritage, background, and upbringing, as well as optimal sources for 

Jewishness, received through the internet, friends or own experiences. Doing Jewishness also 

means negotiating between what feels meaningful and what is possible in relation to the 

majority society of Sweden.  

When doing Jewishness together with others, the aim is a feeling of togetherness and belonging 

to the Jewish people. The feeling of togetherness is often described as something “magical” and 

is an important motivational factor for participating in communal Jewish practices. Sometimes, 

the magical feeling of togetherness is connected to religiosity. However, it is important to point 
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out that this religious feeling can be felt regardless of whether the individual believes in God or 

not. Thus, the results show that feelings of religiously are complex and ambiguous rather than 

a question of yes or no. Other times, the magical feeling of togetherness is based on a feeling 

of familiarity; to have a community and something that feels like home. The magical feeling of 

togetherness can appear both when participating in Jewish holidays and celebrations with 

others, such as participating in a Havdalah, going to synagogue, or attending Bnei Mitzvah 

parties. However, the feeling is not limited to only holidays and celebrations but can also be 

felt when around other Jews, such as at sports events or Jewish camps.  

Another part of doing Jewishness together is the feeling of shared experiences and having a 

connection. The feeling of Jewishness is experienced as hard to put into words or indescribable 

and something that only can be understood by others who experience it as well. Therefore, 

having a context to connect to becomes meaningful. A recurring theme here is the exposure to 

antisemitism, but also contains many other aspects of Jewish life that the young Swedish Jews 

experience as something that must be lived rather than explained. Lastly, doing Jewishness 

together with others is not only experienced as a natural belonging but also comes with tensions. 

In this study, three major tensions can be seen among the young Swedish Jews. The first regards 

how integrated one is in the Jewish community of Sweden; if one feels like a part of it or not, 

or both feelings simultaneously. Secondly, the young Swedish Jews whose mothers are not 

Jewish experience this as a tension for their Jewish belonging. Lastly, tensions regarding 

ethnocultural background are visible; since the Jewish community in Sweden by some is 

experienced as Ashkenormative it can create a feeling of not belonging to those of other 

ethnocultural backgrounds. In other words, being part of the Jewish community is also an 

ambiguous belonging.  

The results of this study both go in line with earlier studies in the field of Jewish experience as 

well as challenges some of them. To begin with the Swedish field, the importance of loyalty to 

your Jewish heritage and the feeling of belonging to other Jews that Dencik (2002) highlights 

as central for Swedish Jews is also seen in this study. However, Dencik creates a dichotomic 

relationship between an ethnocultural and religious understanding of one's Jewishness by 

stating that the Jewish group in Sweden primarily considers itself as being a “part of the Jewish 

people” rather than a “religious group”. Here, the “primarily” hides important aspects of Jewish 

experience that could be seized through Zerubavels (1996) both/and approach. For example, as 

seen with Mark in chapter five, he does not believe in God but “believes in the Jewish culture”. 

Mark’s belief in the Jewish culture leads to him practicing several religious rituals, both 
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conventional, such as participating in service in synagogue as well as unconventional ones that 

he has created himself. Also, despite not believing in God, Mark has many religious experiences 

that are situated within his religious practice rather than a part of his everyday life. When 

considering Jewishness as a multidimensional experience as well as letting religious practice 

be defined by how the individual carries it out, a richer understanding of what it means to be 

Jewish can be visible.   

This study also aligns with the Boyarins' (2002) argument of powers of Diaspora, meaning that 

the Diasporic condition is not only an unstable or undesirable state but also creates power. A 

motivational factor for doing Jewishness for the young Swedish Jews is because they are in 

minority, exposed to antisemitism and the struggle with carrying on traditions that the Diasporic 

condition means. For example, practices of wearing the Magen David to claim one’s right to 

exist as well as Noam’s wish for his savta Dvorale to not be forgotten are motivations for doing 

Jewishness that should be considered as powers of Diaspora. Also, the young Swedish Jews’ 

many creative ways of connecting to the Holy Land can be seen as what the Boyarins call 

“reminding ourselves of what we are by reminding ourselves of what we miss” (2002, pp. 4). 

Daniella’s little box of things she saved from Israel, Isak’s planting of Israeli seeds as well as 

the young Swedish Jews consumption of modern Israeli culture can be seen as a Diasporic 

doing of Jewishness that reminds you of who you are.  

Today, when returning to the Holy Land is possible, it can be discussed if the young Swedish 

Jews really “miss” it. I would argue that they do not. Instead of missing, the Holy Land is 

something the young Swedish Jews feel they have a connection to and are being a part of, while 

most of them are contentedly living their Jewish life in Sweden. Unlike Aviv and Shneer’s 

(2005) idea of a post-Diaspora where Israel has a decreased meaning, I would argue this is not 

an either/or matter. As shown in chapter five, young Swedish Jews consider Sweden as their 

home and feel Swedish. Also, their doing of Jewishness sometimes has a specific Swedish-

Jewish character, such as Swedish-Jewish slang as “Goggan” and “Stockholmskosher” as well 

as specific events that are unique to a Swedish Jewish experience such as Glämsta and SJUF. 

However, feeling a belonging to Sweden does not seem to decentralize the meaning of the Holy 

Land. As seen, connecting to the Holy Land is a common strategy for feeling Jewish among the 

informants, independent of their different relationships with the modern state of Israel. For 

some, it is the place where their parents were born, for others a place to visit regularly and for 

some a place they have no interest to live in. However, for all, connecting to the Holy Land in 

one way or another is a part of how they do Jewishness. In sum, the dichotomy of Israel-
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Diaspora seems like a less accurate understanding of the young Swedes’ Jewish experience. 

Instead, they feel a belonging to multiple places simultaneously, in a both/and kind of way.  

Feeling at home in multiple places is not limited to Sweden and the Holy Land. Here, the 

Boyarins’ (2002) reasoning about rediasporization becomes relevant. Mark’s Russianness and 

Abigail’s Americanness show that chief rabbi Narrowe (2005) is far from the only one being 

“a cord of three strands”. However, it is not only the Jews that have a background in a certain 

place that connects to it. As shown, many of the young Swedish Jews take part in and relate to 

for example American Jewish culture, without being American. In a time when digitalization 

offers cultural expressions from around the world, one can pick and choose what expressions 

feel meaningful. Also, when the Swedish-Jewish culture sometimes is experienced as limited, 

young Swedish Jews search for belongings elsewhere. 

As seen in this study, both Dencik’s (2009) concept of Smorgasbord Judaism and Czimbalmos’ 

(2020) “doing Jewish in your own way”, are prevailing elements of how young Swedish Jews 

do their Jewishness. To decide what feels meaningful for you is something all informants do, 

instead of “buying the whole package” of Jewishness as defined by institutions or others. 

Besides this creativity, it is equally important to mention the negotiating aspect. Choosing only 

based on what feels meaningful for one’s Jewishness is not always possible in a minority 

condition, especially not in a country like Sweden with its relatively small Jewish population. 

As Isak states, he would probably buy kosher meat if it was more available, and Shiraz would 

probably be more active in the community if she felt that it represented her more. Therefore, 

creativity and negotiation are intertwined aspects where young Swedish Jews do Jewishness 

based on what feels meaningful and what is possible. Also, it could further be discussed whether 

young Swedish Jews create their way of doing Jewishness from a Swedish smorgasbord, or if 

the options rather have become an international buffet.  

The triangular relationship Carlsson (2021) portrays between the Christian majority society, the 

many well-integrated Swedish Jews, and the foreign Jews that are newly arrived in Sweden are 

shown here as well. The tensions regarding belonging to the Jewish community in Sweden that 

I give an account of in chapter five can be interpreted as conflicts between Jews who more 

recently have become part of the Jewish community in Sweden and the Jewish group that is 

already integrated into Swedish society. As seen, these tensions touch upon both ethnocultural 

aspects, such as not feeling that your way of doing Jewishness is represented in the community, 

as well as national aspects, meaning being an immigrant and yet not as integrated into the 

community as those who have been a part of it longer. Besides nationality and ethnocultural 
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aspects, Carlsson (2021) states that the heterogeneity also is related to socioeconomic and 

religious differences. As only briefly mentioned in chapter five, Daniella states that she was 

unable to participate in Jewish activities due to financial reasons. Also, all informants with a 

non-Jewish mother experienced this as a tension for their Jewishness, something that can be 

seen as a religious conflict of who should be considered a Jew. However, the tensions regarding 

having a non-Jewish mother were not experienced in relation to the Jewish community in 

Sweden per se, but by the Jewish community in general and sometimes by themselves as well. 

The intra-conflicts seen in this study are only an element for showing ambiguity when it comes 

to belonging to the community. For a further analysis of intra-conflicts in the Jewish 

community, more data would be required. Continued studies in this area, I argue, could both 

diversify the often incorrect image of a homogeneous Jewish community as well as work 

positively for increased inclusion within it. 

In the JPR report about Jewish identities in Europe (2021) it was stated that the most important 

aspects of Swedes’ Jewish identity were remembering the Holocaust and combating 

antisemitism. These aspects do not appear as the most central aspects of Jewishness to the 

informants of this study. Instead, remembering the Holocaust and combating antisemitism are 

two, equally important and intertwined aspects of Jewish experience that are not necessarily 

more important than others. Remembering the Holocaust and combating antisemitism can 

rather be seen as elements that influence Jewish practice. As seen in chapter five, antisemitism 

is an intertwined part of the young Swedish Jews’ experience of being Jewish rather than an 

outstanding aspect of it. This is also shown in the way the informants talk about their 

Jewishness. In none of the interviews, antisemitism has been the first topic raised by informants. 

Instead, it has been woven into their stories. For example, when carrying on tradition, many 

have their Holocaust-surviving family members in mind. Also, fiercely wearing the Magen 

David for one’s right to exist as a Jew can be seen as combating antisemitism in everyday life.  

In studies of Jewishness, it is common to centralize antisemitism and highlight its meaning 

when it comes to Jewish experience. I have chosen not to do so for two reasons. First and 

foremost, this is not how the informants make sense of their Jewishness. Their Jewish 

experiences are formed by several other aspects too than remembering the Holocaust and 

combating antisemitism. As this study aims to define Jewishness based on the experience of 

young Swedish Jews, antisemitism has been handled accordingly. Secondly, I want to 

problematize the creation of Holocaust and antisemitism as superior aspects of Jewish 

experience in academia. Herberger (2018) too criticizes the strong focus on Holocaust and 
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antisemitism within the very thin field of Jewish studies in Norway. He explains how research 

projects in Norway often are driven by budgetary considerations and government grants and 

that the centrality of the Holocaust and antisemitism within Jewish studies is a product of public 

discourse, and not necessarily the interests of researchers. I would argue that a similar pattern 

can be found in Sweden. While studies on Holocaust and antisemitism clearly are valuable, not 

all Jewish life revolves around memories and realities of murder, exile, and hatred. Therefore, 

only highlighting these aspects of Jewish life risks making other parts invisible as well as 

reproducing the othering of Jews by highlighting Jews as objects of oppression without agency 

(Herberger, 2018). Ultimately, based on what my sample shows, it could further be discussed 

if the Holocaust is less centralized to this generation’s doing of Jewishness than earlier ones. 

The heavy backpack with inherited trauma is without a doubt still there. However, this backpack 

often seems to be used as a fierce tool to combat contemporary antisemitism as well as feeling 

proud of who you are – and that you still are.  

The aimed approach of this study has been to follow Kaufman’s (2009) advice of shifting 

analytic focus from the intentions of the researcher to those of the informants by not deciding 

on their behalf what Jewishness is. When Jewishness has been left for the informants 

themselves to define, unconventional aspects of it became visible. I am sure that Shiraz’s 

cleaning on Fridays, Sarah’s dressing for Shabbat, and Mark’s exam ritual are expressions of 

Jewishness that would not be seen with an approach that predetermined what Jewishness is. In 

contemporary times, when secularism and individualism are the norm and being “Jewish by 

choice” is the lived reality for many, the idea of what it means to be Jewish must be diversified. 

In what context one's Jewishness is practiced is an aspect of equal importance. Living in 

minority in the context of Sweden means living in a country with a Jewish population of about 

20,000. This means that several Jewish practices demand harder work for a Swedish Jew than 

for example an American or Israeli. When there are two kosher stores in all of Sweden, but 

many decide to create and keep their own kosher rules, can we really say that a practice as 

eating kosher means less to Swedes than to Jews who have kosher products available in most 

supermarkets around?  

The rigid categories used in the quantitative studies of Jewish identity, as religious 

denominations (Orthodox, Conservative, Reform), or what it means for the respondent to be 

Jewish (ethnocultural meaning, religious meaning) construct a Jewish narrative that Jews are 

expected to buy when making sense of their Jewishness. Using Zerubavel's (1995; 1996) 

categorization theory, these islands of meaning are considered separate and far away from each 
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other, and any point within one category seems closer to each other than any point in another 

category. Young Swedish Jews experience their Jewishness as something ambiguous that can 

mean many things simultaneously; feelings of Jewishness, heritage, culture, tradition, religion, 

belonging, and connecting to others. Rather than either/or, I have here presented a both/and 

understanding of what Jewishness means for young Swedish Jews. The unwillingness of Jews 

to categorize themselves as Orthodox, Conservative, or Reform that is seen in the JPR-report 

(DellaPergola & Staetsky, 2021, pp. 42), I argue, should be seen as a sign of the ambiguities in 

between. As sociologists, we need to ask ourselves if these categories really are the best 

concepts for understanding individuals' Jewish experience, or if they should be left to be used 

by Jewish congregations to describe their religious orientation.  

In 2002, Dencik argued that Jewish experience in Sweden mainly meant “the feeling of having 

a Jewish personality” or “being Jewish in attitude”. With practice theory and lived religion in 

mind, I am poised to argue that a less mind-oriented understanding of Jewish experience could 

be more fruitful. Young Swedish Jews may as well feel that they have a Jewish personality or 

that they are Jewish in attitude. However, as Hochschild (2012) states, these feelings could be 

seen as pre-actions, and something connected to doing Jewishness. As I hope that this study has 

shown, the feeling and doing of Jewishness are connected in a circular relationship where 

feeling and doing invoke each other and together create the Jewish experience of young 

Swedish Jews. In sum, if we elaborate the understanding of Jewishness with questions of how 

when, and where it is practiced, felt, and lived, I believe that Jewish experience soon will 

become more than a state of mind.  

Ultimately, many aspects of Jewishness that are presented in this study would not be seen if 

Jewishness was predetermined for the young Swedish Jews. Considering ambiguous aspects 

that form Jewish experience, such as agency, irregularity, irrationality, temporality, creativity, 

and negotiation means acknowledging Jewish practices that would not necessarily be 

considered as such by Jewish institutions. My wish is that these results will put light on how 

doing Jewishness in a modern and secular world seldom fits into rigid categories. As seen in 

this study, Boyarin’s (2017) suggestion of asking when is a Jew rather than what is a Jew shows 

new aspects of what Jewishness is.  

The main limitation of this study is its small sample. Due to the limited time of carrying out a 

master’s thesis, a sample of ten informants was chosen. Also, the limiting pages a master’s 

thesis may contain have also forced me to weed out several themes of the very rich empirical 

material that could constitute separate studies. These are themes such as the relation to the 
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majority society, love life and dating, strategies for handling antisemitism as well as a further 

elaboration of belonging and intra-conflicts. Another challenge has been meeting young 

Swedish Jews across the country on my meager student budget without funding. Although I 

managed to visit informants who live or have grown up in the “Jewish periphery”, I would have 

wished to visit northern Sweden, a part of the country rarely mentioned in Jewish contexts since 

the Jewish Association of Umeå was forced to close in 2018 after repeated antisemitic threats. 

With the right funding, even more diverse samples could be reached. Moreover, one could ask 

if new aspects of Jewish experience would be seen if the sample was larger. My guess, based 

on the diverse experiences of my informants, is that so would be the case. I do not, however, 

believe that a larger study would contain less ambiguity. Another interesting aspect for further 

studies is what significance the young age of the informants has for the results of the study. Are 

the ambiguous aspects of Jewish experience unique for young Swedish Jews, or would the same 

patterns be seen among different ages? These are all questions I would wish to further seek 

understanding for in a more extensive dissertation where longer fieldwork can be done as well 

as a larger sample of ethnographic interviews collected. In the meantime, my hope is that this 

study of how young Swedish Jews do their Jewishness will challenge our understanding of what 

it means to be a (young) Jew (in Sweden) today. As we have seen, doing Jewishness sometimes 

means going to “goggan”, but it can also be about planting avocado seeds or creating your own 

interpretation of kosher.   
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Appendix 1: Glossary 

Agora 

An agora is an Israeli coin of the lowest value, similar to a penny. 

Aliyah 

The Hebrew word “Aliyah” literally means ascent or going up. However, for generations it has as well got the 

meaning “immigration to Israel.” 

Bat Mitzvah 

Female version of Bar Mitzvah, see Bar Mitzvah.  

 

Bar Mitzvah 

Bar Mitzvah is a religious ritual and celebration commemorating the religious adulthood of a boy on his 13th 

birthday. 

 

Bnei Mitzvah  
The common word for Bar and Bat Mitzvah. 

 

Chabad 

Chabad, also known as Lubavitch, is an international Orthodox Hasidic movement whose goal is to reach as 

many Jews as possible with various kinds of Jewish activities. It is common for Chabad followers to hand out 

candles in the streets before Shabbat, urging people to honor the Shabbat with candle lightning and prayer. Note 

that it is not only Chabad that gives out Shabbat candles but also other Haredi movements. 

 

Challah 
Challah is a braided bread that is often eaten in connection with Shabbat. Traditionally, two loaves are to be 

blessed, symbolizing the two portions of manna given to the children of Israel on Fridays during the Exodus 

from Egypt. 

 

Chas ve chalilah 

Chas ve chalila means God forbid or heaven forbid in Hebrew. 
 

Cheder 
Cheder (room in Hebrew) is an evening or Sunday class that young Jews can attend outside of their regular 

school to learn about Jewish religion, history, traditions, and Hebrew. 

 

Chutzpah  
Chutzpah is a Yiddish and Hebrew word that can be described as audacity, gall, or nerve. The word chutzpah can 

both be used as something good or bad, bravery that boarders to rudeness. For example, someone with chutzpah 

say what they think without worrying about hurting someone's feelings, looking silly, or getting in trouble. 

 

Confirmation 

In the Church of Sweden, confirmation, which takes place at the age of 15, is a confirmation of the baptism. 

Before the confirmation, it is common for young Swedish Christians to go to a confirmation camp where they 

learn about and discuss Christian faith to prepare for confirmation. 

 

EPA-gangs 

An EPA-tractor is a passenger car that has been rebuilt according to the rules for agricultural machinery. EPA-

tractors are popular among young people with an interest in motoring who often live in rural areas or outside 

cities in Sweden, as they are allowed to drive them before the age of 18. By "EPA gang" the informant refers to 

the young people that take part of the subculture that has developed around these vehicles. 

 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/ritual
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/commemorating


82 

 

Fika 

Fika is a Swedish term for taking a break from everyday life by drinking coffee or another beverage together 

with some coffee bread, pastry, or sandwich. 

Fläsklägg med rotmos 

Fläsklägg med rotmos is a Swedish cuisine, the name means ham hock with root mash. 

Gefilte fish 

Gefilte fish is an Ashkenazi Jewish dish made of stuffed fish, often used as an example for typical Ashkenazi 

food culture. 

Goggan  

Goggan is Swedish-Jewish slang for synagogue. 

Glämsta 

Glämsta is the largest Jewish summer camp in Sweden for children and young people. 

Halakhah 

Halakhah is the collective body of Jewish religious laws which is derived from the written and Oral Torah. 

Hamin  

Hamin is a traditional Jewish stew that in Ashkenazi cuisine is known as cholent. Similarities are the slow 

cooking of the stew and that it is often eaten at Shabbat. However, ingredients and spices differ.   

Hanukkah  

Hanukkah is the Jewish eight-day festival of lights, celebrated with a nightly menorah lighting, special prayers, 

and fried foods. The festival commemorates the recovery of Jerusalem and the subsequent rededication of the 

Second Temple at the beginning of the Maccabean Revolt against the Seleucid Empire in the second century 

BCE. 

Hanukkiah  

A Hanukkiah is a nine-branched candelabrum lit during the eight-day Jewish holiday of Hanukkah.  
 

Hatikvah  
Hatikvah (The Hope in Hebrew) is a 19th-century Jewish poem and the national anthem of Israel. The romantic 

composition’s theme is the 2000-year-old hope of returning to the Holy Land and reclaiming it as a free and 

sovereign nation. 

 

Hava Nagilah 

Hava Nagilah is a Jewish folk song traditionally sung at Jewish celebrations. 

Havdalah  

Havdalah (separation in Hebrew) is the ceremony that concludes the Shabbat. Havdalah starts after sunset and 

marks the difference between the Shabbat and the other days of the week. 

Hebbe 

Hebbe is Swedish-Jewish slang for Hebrew. 

Holy Land 

The Holy Land, Eretz Yisrael or the Land of Israel refers to the land promised by God to Abraham and his 

descendants, according to the Hebrew Bible. The area is the birthplace of the Jewish people, the place where the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ham_hock
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religious_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oral_Torah
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final form of the Hebrew Bible is thought to have been compiled as well as the birthplace of Judaism. In this 

study, I use the more Western term “Holy Land” to avoid confusion with the modern state of Israel. 

Hora 

The Hora is a circle dance with roots in Romanian folk dance that traditionally is performed at Jewish weddings 

and celebrations.  

 

Kabbalah  

Kabbalah is an esoteric method, discipline, and school of thought in Jewish mysticism. 

 

Keeping Shabbat 

Someone who keeps shabbat (shomer Shabbat) follows the principles in Jewish law about not working on 

Shabbat. Shabbat laws are quite complex and also includes creating new things or fire, which also means 

refraining from turning on and off electricity, using one’s phone, cooking, writing and so on. 

Kibbutz  

A kibbutz, (“gathering” or “collective” in Hebrew) is an Israeli collective settlement, usually agricultural or 

sometimes industrial, in which all wealth is held in common. Kibbutzim was initiated as utopian communities, a 

combination of socialism and Zionism. Today, some kibbutzim have been privatized and changes have been 

made in the communal lifestyle. 

 

Kiddush  

Kiddush, which means holiness, is the prayer over wine that sanctifies Shabbat and holidays. On Friday night, 

the Kiddush is recited over a full cup of wine before sitting down for dinner and before saying Hamotzi, the 

blessing over the challah bread. 

Kippa 

A kippa is a skullcap traditionally worn by Jewish men, always or on religious occasions, to show reverence for 

God. 

 

Klezmer  

Klezmer music is music that draws upon the traditions of Ashkenazi Judaism and Eastern European folk 

traditions. 

 

Kosher 

Kosher is Jewish dietary laws: the foods Jews are allowed to eat and how these should be prepared according to 

Jewish law (Halakhah).   

Kubbeh 

Kubbeh is a family of dishes of Iraqi and Kurdish Jewish origin that consist of a filled dumpling soup, with a 

wide array of fillings and soup broths. 

Krimskrams 

Knick-knacks in Swedish.  

Magen David 

Star of David, in Hebrew Magen David means shield of David. The Magen David is a Jewish symbol composed 

of two overlaid equilateral triangles that form a six-pointed star. It appears on synagogues, Jewish tombstones, 

and the flag of the State of Israel. It is also common to wear a necklace with a Magen David as a symbol for 

being Jewish. 

 

Maccabi Tel Aviv  
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Maccabi Tel Aviv is an Israeli football team from Tel Aviv. 

March of the Living 

March of the Living is an educational program which brings young Jewish pupils from around the world to 

Poland, where they explore the remnants of the Holocaust. 

Matza 

Matza is the unleavened bread that Jews eat during Pesach. 

 

Menorah  

The Menorah is described in the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) as a seven-branched candelabrum used in the 

Tabernacle and in the Temple in Jerusalem. The menorah has been a symbol of the Jewish people and Judaism 

since antiquity. 

 

Mezuza 

Mezuza is the parchment roll that according to Jewish custom is to be placed above every doorpost in a Jewish 

home. The mezuza itself consists of a small scroll of parchment on which are written two biblical passages. 

 

Midsummer 

Midsummer (midsommar in Swedish) is a holiday celebrated near the summer solstice, mainly in northern 

Europe. In Sweden, the holiday can be considered one of the most significant elements in Swedish culture where 

one traditionally dance around a maypole (majstång) and eat traditional Swedish food. Midsummer is a holiday 

that dates to pre-Christian times. 

 

Minyan 

A Minyan is the term for the gathering of people needed to perform certain parts of a Jewish worship service, as 

opposed to individual prayer. The minimum number needed for a Minyan is 10 Jews, traditionally males or in 

some congregations adults, where one is counted after Bnei Mitzvah age (traditionally only boys after Bar 

Mitzvah, meaning age of 13).  

 

MT 

Contraction for Machane Tikvah, a camp for young Jews in Sweden. 

Must 

Must, or julmust, is a is a soft drink that is mainly consumed in Sweden around Christmas.  
 

Pesach 

Pesach, the Passover feast, is a major Jewish holiday that celebrates the Exodus of the Israelites from slavery 

in Egypt. 

 

Rebbetzin  

Rebbetzin (or Rabbanit in Hebrew) is the title used for the wife of a rabbi. 

 

Rosh Hashana 

Rosh Hashana, “head of the year” in Hebrew, is a Jewish holiday also known as New Year's Day. It lasts for two 

days, the first and second day of the Jewish month of Tishrei, which falls in September or October. 

 

Savta 

Savta is Hebrew for grandmother. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_drink
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_holidays
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Exodus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israelites
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egypt
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Seder 

Seder, which means order, refers to the Pesach (Passover) seder that is the ritual feast that marks the beginning 

of the Jewish holiday Pesach. 

 

Shabbat/Shabbes 

The Jewish day of rest, Shabbat in Hebrew, begins on Friday at sundown and is welcomed with the traditional 

Friday night meal. 

Shabbat Irgun  

Shabbat Irgun is an event for Jewish teenagers from all Scandinavia which takes place during a weekend with 

joint Shabbat celebration and other activities. 

Shaliach/Shlichim 

A Shaliach (shlichim in plural) is a person sent from a Jewish organization in Israel to a Diaspora community as 

an emissary. Usually, the shlichim are young people whose purpose is to engage and educate in the community 

they are visiting.  
 

Shema 
The Shema refers to the Jewish prayer Shema Israel. The Shema is the centerpiece of the daily morning and 

evening prayer services and is considered by some the most essential prayer in all of Judaism. The prayer should 

be recited with one’s right hand covering the eyes. It is also common for Jews to recite the Shema as a 

declaration of the Jewish faith, for example as last words, when in need, or when searching to connect with God. 

Shul 

Shul is the Yiddish word for synagogue. 

Siddur 

A siddur is a Jewish prayer book containing a set order of daily prayers. 

 

SJUF  
SJUF, shortage for Scandinavian Jewish Youth Association (Skandinaviska Judiska Ungdomsförbundet in 

Swedish), has since 1925 organized New Year's event for young Jews in Scandinavia. The informant refers to 

this event.  
 

Södermalm 
Neighbourhood in central Stockholm.  

 

Talmud 
The Talmud is the textual record of generations of rabbinic debate about law, philosophy, and biblical 

interpretation. Talmud works as the primary source of Jewish religious law. 

 

Tefillin  
Tefillin are two small black-colored leather capsules that contain parchment rolls with verses from the Torah. 

The capsules are used by Jewish men during morning prayer on weekdays. One is attached to the biceps (shel 

yad) and the other is attached to the head (shel rosh) using leather straps. 
 

Yom Kippur 

In Judaism, Yom Kippur is the holiest day of the year when one fasts for a day and devotes time for prayer and 

reflection. The purpose of the fast is not to think about worldly things and instead focus on healing and 

improvement. Fellow human beings and God should be asked for forgiveness as well as one is supposed to 

forgive others.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_holiday
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passover
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Appendix 2: Interview guide 

Introduktion av projektet och mig själv 

Berätta om studien och min egen relation till den.  

Guidning av hem 

Informanten visar mig runt i sitt hem och dess betydelse som ett judiskt hem. Här börjar vi 

prata och skapa en avslappnad atmosfär, jag kanske tar lite bilder på något personen visar för 

mig.  

Bakgrund 

• Vem är du? (ålder, sysselsättning, fritidsaktiviteter…) 

• Är du med i någon judisk församling och/eller förening? 

• Kan du berätta lite om din familj? (etnisk/kulturell bakgrund, språk, båda föräldrar 

judar?) 

• Kan du berätta lite om din (judiska) uppväxt? (var har du vuxit upp, i eller utanför 

judisk kontext? Vad gjorde ni för judiska saker i hemmet?) 

• Känner du att du är del av ett judiskt sammanhang?  

• Skulle du beskriva dig som aktiv i judiskt liv i Sverige? 

Judiskhet intro 

• Vad betyder det för dig att vara judisk? 

• Kan du berätta mer om vad det innebär för dig...? 

• Hur känns det för dig att vara judisk?  

• Är det en viktig del av din identitet? Varför? 

Judisk upplevelse  

• När känner du dig judisk? 

• Var känner du dig judisk?  

Individuella judiska praktiker 

• Finns det saker som du gör själv som får dig att känna dig judisk? Vad? (detaljerade 

exempel) 

• Hur känns det när du gör dessa saker? 

• Finns det saker i ditt vardagsliv som du gör kopplat till det att du är jude/judinna? 

• …Eller som du INTE gör för att du är jude/judinna? 

• Är du nöjd med det sätt du kan leva som jude/judinna i Sverige?  

• Finns det något som är svårt med att leva som jude/judinna i Sverige?  

Kollektiva judiska praktiker 

• Finns det saker som du gör tillsammans med andra som får dig att känna dig judisk? 

Vad? (detaljerade exempel) 

• Hur känns det när ni gör dessa saker? 

Religiositet  
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• Brukar du gå till synagogan? 

• Vad tänker du om religion?  

• Hur skulle du beskriva din religiositet?  

• Vad har religion för roll i din judiskhet? 

• Känner du att du har mycket eller lite kunskap om judendom? 

Judisk kultur 

• Känner du dig en del av judisk kultur i Sverige?  

• Vad är judisk kultur för dig? 

• Tycker du att du själv tar del av detta? Hur då i så fall? (detaljerade exempel) 

• Känner du dig en del av judisk kultur utanför Sverige? 

• Vad har du för relation till Israel? 

• Kommer den judiska kultur du tar del av från din familj eller från andra håll? 

• Vad är det bästa med att vara jude/judinna? 

Finns det något mer när det kommer till vad det innebär för dig att vara jude/judinna som vi 

borde prata om? 
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Appendix 3: Information letter to participants  

Uppsala universitet, 

Sociologiska Institutionen  

Information om studien: upplevelsen av att vara ung jude i Sverige idag 

Jag arbetar just nu med min masteruppsats i sociologi om unga judars upplevelse av att vara 

judisk i Sverige idag. Frågor jag intresserar mig för är hur unga svenska judar praktiserar sin 

judiskhet, hur den känns för dem och vad det innebär för dem att vara svenska judar. De 

personer jag kommer träffa i studien genomför jag främst en intervju med under ganska 

avslappande omständigheter. Oftast kommer jag hem till personen, hen kanske visar upp lite 

hur hen lever och vi pratar om personens judiskhet.  

Efter intervjun kan det i enstaka fall hända att jag frågar om personen samtycker till en 

deltagande observation. Det kan handla om någonting som hen gör kopplat till ens judiskhet 

som jag ber att få följa med på. Kanske spelar hen i ett judiskt fotbollslag, och jag ber om att få 

komma och titta på. Någon annan kanske är aktiv i en judisk förening, och jag ber om att få 

delta i en aktivitet. Observera att du bara behöver samtycka till intervjusituationen och om 

denna deltagande observation skulle bli aktuell kommer jag kontakta dig igen och du kan där 

och då bestämma om det är något du vill eller inte.  

Den som deltar i studien kommer vara anonym och behöver givetvis samtycka till 

studiesituationen. Studien kommer följa Vetenskapsrådets forskningsetiska principer. Undrar 

du något mer? Fråga mig! 

 

Med vänliga hälsningar,  

Hanna Nir  

hanna.nir.9347@student.uu.se  

 

Ansvarig handledare: 

Universitetslektor Dominik Döllinger 

dominik.dollinger@soc.uu.se  
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