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Chapter 1. Introduction 

On a chilly morning in late August 2018, I was inside the waiting room of the 
Migration Agency’s (Migrationsverket) regional office in Borlänge, a mid-
sized city in the middle of Sweden, situated 63 kilometers north of Avesta, the 
small industrial town where I gathered the ethnographic material for this the-
sis. That morning, I had offered to join Sayed, Ramineh, and their little boy 
Hashem in a meeting with their asylum case officer (handläggare).1 Sayed 
and Ramineh were both born in Afghanistan but had lived in Iran for large 
parts of their lives, until leaving their home in 2015, when Hashem was a few 
weeks old, and arriving in Sweden that November. Now, nearly three years 
later, they had received a letter from the Migration Agency informing them 
that the rejection (avslag) of their application for asylum had become legally 
binding (juridiskt bindande), that they therefore no longer had permission to 
stay in Sweden, and that they should start prepare themselves for deportation 
(utvisning) to Afghanistan.  

I sat on a bench next to Sayed, who looked very nervous. Sayed had previ-
ously told me about his hesitancy to attend the meeting. He feared that police 
officers would wait on them at the agency’s office, take them to a detention 
center (förvar), and eventually deport them. While Hashem ran to the chil-
dren’s corner to play with some action figures, Ramineh sat down on the other 
side of Sayed with a loud sigh, looking down at her feet. The couple’s anxiety 
surrounded them like a thick fog.  

Then the couple’s case officer, a man named David, appeared through one 
of the side-doors and greeted us with a smile on his face. He recognized Sayed 
and Ramineh from a previous appointment. I explained who I was, and David 
asked Sayed and Ramineh if they would allow me to join the meeting, some-
thing which they did.2  

During the meeting, David explained—with the help of an interpreter pre-
sent through video-link—that their case was closed and that the couple would 
have to start preparing to travel to Afghanistan. He also informed them that, 
despite this decision, they were allowed to continue residing in the apartment 

 
1 Throughout the thesis, I make use of the official translations of legal terms, published on the 
Swedish Courts’ official homepage: https://www.domstol.se/globalassets/filer/gemensamt-
innehall/for-professionella-aktorer/svensk-engelsk_ordlista_2019.pdf (accessed February 10, 
2022). 
2 The interaction is condensed to a very high degree, and details and names have been changed 
in order to protect the identity of all individuals involved.  
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the Migration Agency had provided them with—an apartment that the Migra-
tion Agency paid for. Their daily subsidy, however, would be reduced from 
the previous, already meager equivalent of 495 USD per month to about 250 
USD per month.3  

But David also told Sayed and Ramineh that they could apply for an “en-
forcement halt” (verkställighetshinder) order, something that all rejected asy-
lum seekers in Sweden can apply for should new evidence or circumstances 
appear that might alter the Migration Agency’s decision. A worsened situation 
in the home country, for example, might be one reason to have such an appli-
cation approved. An approved enforcement halt order would mean a paused 
deportation decision, David informed them.  

He went on to explain, however, that an approval of an enforcement halt 
order would not change the fact that their asylum application had been re-
jected. It would not allow them to become legally recognized as residents of 
Sweden or entitle them to welfare services to the same degree as people with 
residence permits in Sweden. 

David told the couple that they did not need the help of a lawyer to write 
their application for an enforcement halt order. “There are instructions on the 
homepage, it’s not very difficult,” he said. 

After half an hour, when the meeting was almost over, David asked Sayed 
and Ramineh if they had any further questions. At this point Ramineh looked 
straight into David’s eyes and made perfectly clear to him that they were not 
interested in leaving Sweden: “We are not going to go to Afghanistan. Why 
do you think we came here with a small baby on my arm if we could have 
gone to Afghanistan?” she asked rhetorically. 

“I understand,” said David, “but your case has been investigated by the 
Migration Agency, the Migration Court, and the Migration High Court and all 
have come to the same conclusion: that your evidence is not enough to give 
you protection in Sweden.” 

“We are not going to Afghanistan,” Ramineh repeated.  
This time, David ignored Ramineh. “Was that all?” he asked, getting up 

from his chair, opening the door, and following us back to the waiting room.  
Afterwards, I informed Sayed and Ramineh that only a small percentage of 

all refugees with rejected asylum applications actually get deported,4 but these 
words did not help much as they could not stop thinking about the risk of one 
day being deported to Afghanistan. The couple was very angry about the sit-
uation and told me they thought that Sweden was a very “unjust” (orättvist) 

 
3 Adult refugees living with their partner receive a daily subsidy of 61 SEK (about 6 USD) per 
day as long as they are waiting for a final decision from the Migration Agency. For children, 
parents receive 43 SEK (about 4 USD) per day. After the rejection of Sayed’s and Ramineh’s 
cases became legally binding, they received half of their previous subsidies.  
4 In 2017, 1,669 refugees were deported from Sweden against their will. Meanwhile, reports 
estimate that there might be as many as 75,000 refugees living without legal permission, under 
a threat of deportability, in Sweden (Selberg 2013:4). 
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country, where, based on grounds that seemed arbitrary to them, some refu-
gees get to stay while others do not. Despite their worries, Sayed and Ramineh 
nevertheless still nurtured the hope of receiving residence permit in Sweden.  

Immediately after the meeting, they started to work on an application for 
an enforcement halt order, which generated some small sense of hope in them. 
Another circumstance that also generated hope—something David did not tell 
them about but that they learned from others in similar situations—was that 
the family would be allowed to register a new application for asylum four 
years after the day the rejection became legally binding. This meant that if 
they managed to stay in Sweden four years more, without legal permission, 
the family would have their claims adjudicated once again, from scratch.  

For them, the end of waiting in the asylum process was another period of 
uncertainty. There seemed to be no end to the waiting. Such periods of waiting 
in precarious circumstances is what this thesis is about. 

A “breathing space”  
When Sayed and Ramineh left Iran in early summer of 2015, Sweden was 
well-known for its comparatively humanitarian immigration policies, allow-
ing large numbers of refugees—compared with other European countries—to 
settle down.5 Sweden’s relative generosity in regards to granting asylum was 
one reason why Sayed and Ramineh, alongside 162,000 other refugees, chose 
to apply for asylum in Sweden in 2015.  

2015 has been inscribed into the history books as the year of the “Refugee 
Crisis” in Europe, partly because of increased refugees deaths in the Mediter-
ranean Sea during failed attempts to reach Europe (Panebianco 2019:14)6; 
partly because twice as many refugees entered Europe in 2015 compared to 
20147; and partly because the member states of the European Union disagreed 
about how the refugees should be managed and distributed among the member 
states (Fassin 2016b). 

Sweden was one of the countries who defended the commitment to provide 
protection to refugees and pushed for a more even distribution of refugees 
among the member states. In times when other European countries began im-
plementing measurements to restrict the immigration of refugees, and some 
countries, like Hungary and Serbia, started to erect walls and fences on the 
national borders to prevent refugees from entering, the Social Democratic 

 
5 Between 2010 and 2015, 95,100 people were granted asylum in Sweden (Migrationsverket 
2014). At a European level, only Germany, with a total population of 81,000,000 (eight times 
bigger than that of Sweden) approved more asylum applications during these years (121,750) 
than Sweden did (Eurostat 2022a; Eurostat 2022b).  
6 3,770 people were reported dead or missing in the Mediterranean Sea in 2015, whereas the 
number for 2014 was 3,280 (Saleh 2017). 
7 According to statistics from Eurostat, almost 1.3 million refugees were registered in Europe 
in 2015, compared to 600,000 registered in 2014 (Eurostat 2022a). 
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prime minister Stefan Löfvén asserted, in a speech during a manifestation or-
ganized under the banner “Refugees Welcome” in central Stockholm, that 
“Sweden shall continue to take its responsibility” towards refugees. He pro-
claimed, dramatically: “My Europe builds no walls!” (Löfven 2015), words 
that prompted thundering applause among the approximately 15,000 people 
who had gathered to listen (Malmgren and Johansson 2015).  

Refugees who arrived in Sweden in the summer and fall of 2015 were wel-
comed, moreover, by thousands of empathetic volunteers who gathered at the 
train stations of Malmö, Gothenburg and Stockholm, with the aim of supply-
ing the arrivals with food, clothes, sanitation products, information and, moral, 
emotional, and legal support (see Povrzanović Frykman and Mäkelä 2019).  

Sayed and Ramineh explained to me that they had heard from such “nice 
people” that that they could “relax,” since they were in Sweden now.  

“Finally, we felt safe” (vi var i säkerhet), said Ramineh. 
By November 2015, however, the Swedish system of refugee reception was 

under pressure. To meet an alarming deficit in asylum accommodation facili-
ties, the government decided to lower the required standards for what counted 
as an acceptable living for refugees (Näringsdepartementet 2015). As a result, 
refugees were placed in camping sites, old schools, factories, hospitals, closed 
military facilities, and even prisons (Svensson and Jepsson 2015).  

The sudden growth in asylum applicant numbers also increased the average 
time it took to process the applications—from four and a half months in 2014 
to seven and a half months in 2015. This number would continue to increase, 
peaking at one year and five months in 2018 (Migrationsverket 2018).  

In the fall of 2015, media coverage of both governmental and private as-
sistance to refugees was mixed with reports about arson and other sabotage at 
asylum accommodation (Jägemar 2015), reporting increased violence, threats, 
and suicide attempts among refugees residing in asylum accommodation 
(Angersen 2015; Forell 2015). There were also complaints about an increasing 
work load from officers working with asylum investigations in the Migration 
Agency, alongside a fear that the quality of the asylum assessments would get 
impacted negatively (Lovén 2015). From October onwards, several munici-
palities alerted the government that the refugee situation at the local level no 
longer could be handled (Eneljung 2015; Persson 2015). Meanwhile, opinion 
polls reported a decline in the general support towards refugees entering Swe-
den. Between early September and late October, the percentage of people pre-
ferring more restrictive refugee immigration in Sweden grew from 34% to 
59% (Benigh 2015; Asplid and Lagerwall 2015).  

These reports do not represent the full picture of the situation in Sweden in 
2015 and shall not be taken at face value. What can be said, however, is that 
the enthusiasm towards welcoming refugees, cheered in the press only two 
months earlier, was evidently fading from October onwards. This turn of pub-
lic support contributed to a broader shift in Swedish immigration discourse 
that eventually led the Swedish government to make a political turnaround.  
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On November 24, Löfvén summoned a press conference and announced 
that Sweden needed a “breathing space (andrum) in the reception of refugees 
(flyktingmottagandet)”: “Swedish law will be adjusted down to the minimum 
level of what is required of an EU-member,” Löfvén said, before listing new 
measures the government would take (Holmquist et al 2015).8  

Three of the measures are worth special consideration here.  
First, Sweden decided to remove two of four legal grounds for asylum in 

“the Alien’s Act” (Utlänningslagen, SFS 2005:716), thereby reducing the 
chances for some groups to receive asylum in Sweden. I will look more closely 
at this in Chapter 2.  

Second, Sweden decided to no longer provide permanent residence permits 
to first-time applicants, which had been the norm in Sweden since 1972 
(Hammar 1999). Instead, approved asylum applicants would have to renew 
their residence after a certain period of time, meaning that they would need a 
case officer to regularly go through the asylum claims to see if they still qual-
ified for protection in Sweden. Depending on the legal terms on which the 
refugee was granted asylum, he or she must renew the residence permit either 
after thirteen months or three years. With these new laws, refugees can only 
apply for permanent residency after five years of temporary residence permits, 
with the premise that they can provide for themselves financially, usually 
through employment. 

Third, Sweden implemented stricter requirements for so-called “family re-
unification” (familjeåterförening). The change in the law stipulates that only 
those who receive three-year residence permits are allowed to bring spouses 
and children—or parents, in case it is a child who receives residence permit in 
Sweden—to the country, through family reunification (SFS 2005:716, chapter 
5, §3). The government also decided to implement requirements on the “spon-
sor,” i.e., the person with residence permit in Sweden who wants to bring his 
or her family members to Sweden. One requirement the sponsor needed to 
fulfill was to have a monthly income sufficient to support those family mem-
bers and a place to live large enough, according to Swedish standards, to ac-
commodate the family (Östbye 2017). These requirements did not apply to 
people who received asylum in accordance with the Geneva Convention of 
1951 if the incoming family member applied for family reunification within 
three months after the sponsor received residence permit (Bech, Borevi and 
Mouritsen 2017:16). This will be discussed in Chapter 5 alongside the inten-
sified longing many refugees felt for their family members across nations and 
continents; a longing enhanced by the reduced opportunities for family reuni-
fication, causing both sadness, anxiety, and rage. 

These measurements—the reduced opportunities for asylum, the imple-
mentation of temporary residence permits, and the stricter opportunities and 

 
8 All public speeches and statements, law texts, and media articles that are written or spoken in 
Swedish and cited in this thesis are translated from Swedish to English by me.  
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requirements for family reunification—were implemented into Swedish law 
in June 2016 but applied retroactively on all asylum applications registered 
after November 24, 2015.  

For Sayed and Ramineh, the feeling of safety and of being welcomed 
changed drastically when they received news of their rejection from the Mi-
gration Agency. Had they arrived before November 24, 2015, the family 
would have had greater chances of being approved asylum in Sweden. On a 
statistical level, 74% of all investigated asylum applications of Afghans in 
2015 were positive (Migrationsverket 2015a). Two years later, when Sayed 
and Ramineh received their decision, the approval rate for Afghans had 
dropped to 38% (Migrationsverket 2017a). For Sayed and Ramineh, it was 
very frustrating that Sweden, who previously had seemed so open and gener-
ous towards refugees, suddenly shut its door to them (even if there was a small 
opening left to hope for). 

Sayed and Ramineh found themselves in a situation of legal in-between-
ness. They were offered basic welfare services like accommodation, subsidies, 
daycare for their son, and basic healthcare services, yet they were also living 
in a state of grave uncertainty, waiting for opportunities to get legal permission 
to settle in the country. 

Purpose and research questions 
The waiting that this thesis investigates is a waiting conditioned by the legal 
framework and broader immigration politics of Sweden after the 2015-16 
changes. In addition to people with rejected asylum applications, I investigate 
the situation of people still waiting for the processing of their asylum applica-
tions at the time I met them as well as people who recently had received resi-
dence permit but were still waiting in legal and social uncertainty due to the 
implementation of temporary residence permits, restrictive measures in family 
reunification, and other legal obstacles.  

There are two main reasons why focusing on the uncertain waiting of refu-
gees in precarious situations is both interesting and important, deserving of 
analytical attention. The first reason is ethical and relates to questions about 
justice. Is it just to let refugees wait in socially, legally, and economically pre-
carious situations? The second reason is sociological (in a broad sense of the 
term) since it relates to consequences of waiting as observed on societal levels. 
As will be discussed later on, the presence of large groups of refugees who are 
caught in different situations of waiting under precarious conditions generate 
a multiplexity of responses, both on a local level (in places like Avesta) and 
also on a national level, when it becomes part of official narratives, and an 
object of political interventions.  

The objective of this thesis is dual. On the one hand, it studies how refugees 
experience waiting under legal precarity in Avesta. On the other hand, it ana-
lyzes effects, on local and national levels, that refugees’ waiting generates. To 
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meet this dual objective, the thesis asks two sets of research questions which 
can be summarized into the following:  

 
• What characterizes the waiting of recently arrived refugees in Sweden? 

Under what conditions are they waiting? And how do refugees experi-
ence, navigate, and cope with the waiting they are subjected to?  

 
• How did the sudden growth in refugees waiting impact both the local 

community of Avesta and the larger society of Sweden? And how did 
the community of Avesta, and the larger society of Sweden, respond to 
the presence of refugees who were kept in periods of waiting under 
precarious conditions?  

Waiting 
Waiting has recently received extensive attention in scholarly literature on mi-
gration, leading some scholars to talk about a “temporal turn” (Jacobsen and 
Karlsen 2020). In this literature, waiting is often seen as a tool in the repression 
of migrants and an active element in the European “border regime” (Fontanari 
2017; Jacobsen, Karlsen, and Khosravi 2020; Tsianos and Karakayali 2010; 
Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; Andersson 2014; O’Kerry 2017). One book that 
has been inspirational for many is Pierre Bourdieu’s Pascalian Meditations, 
wherein Bourdieu notes that waiting “is an integral part of the exercise of 
power” (Bourdieu 2000:228). Documenting Bourdieu’s observation empiri-
cally, sociologist Melanie Griffiths states that whether “migrants are forced to 
wait by smugglers en route or within the UK by the Home Office, the impo-
sition of waiting, always with a glimmer of hope for eventual change, is part 
of the technique of control that sustains the marginality and compliance of 
undocumented migrants” (Griffiths 2014:1996, emphasis added).  

Another researcher who sees waiting as an expression of power is gender 
scholar Kari Anne Drangsland, who followed refugees who were denied resi-
dence permit in Germany. She discusses how German authorities encourage 
refugees whose asylum applications have been rejected to enrol in something 
called “Ausbildungsduldung,” a vocational training program which grants the 
participants with a temporary “toleration permit” (duldung) and the potential 
of obtaining residence permit if they successfully finish training and secure a 
position on the German labor market. Drangsland argues that by nurturing re-
jected refugees’ expectations on the future, and by directing their waiting to-
wards a future aim, the German Ausbildungduldung-program masks “the vio-
lence of waiting” that is imposed upon them by the German border regime 
(Drangsland 2021:16, emphasis added).  

In addition to literature focusing on waiting as an expression of violence 
and subordination, there has also been an interest in the ways that people cope 
with or resist such subordination. Geographer Alison Mountz, for example, 
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has shown how refugees detained in a camp on a small island called Lombok 
(an Indonesian island where the Australian authorities kept refugees who tried 
to reach Australia without the necessary permissions) found ways to cope with 
and resist the situation. Mothers were able to organize basic education for their 
children, and the detainees kept in contact with lawyers, journalists, and ac-
tivists in Australia who supported them in different ways, reported to the gen-
eral public in Australia about their precarious situation, and sought to build an 
opinion against the way the Australian state dealt with refugees (Mountz 
2011). 

In similar vein, anthropologists Synnøve Bendixsen and Thomas Hyland 
Eriksen show how Palestinian refugees residing in Norway without legal per-
mits organized a demonstration by setting up a tent camp in central Oslo, the 
capital of Norway. The tent camp lasted for one and a half year and attracted 
attention from both politicians and the media before authorities demolished 
the camp in autumn 2012. Ultimately, this demonstration did not lead to any 
legal improvements for the group. Importantly, however, Bendixsen and Hy-
land Eriksen demonstrate how the Palestinian refugees, by sharing their time 
together, managed to transform an otherwise passive and meaningless waiting 
in utter uncertainty into an active, social, hopeful waiting. By demonstrating 
together and by living together in a tent camp, the refugees regained a sense 
of control over their time and their futures (Bendixsen and Eriksen 2018:107). 

Recently, anthropologist Sealing Cheng has followed African refugees liv-
ing without legal status for many years (some as long as up to 16 years) in 
Hong Kong. Being denied residency in Hong Kong, the people Cheng fol-
lowed were dependent on aid from humanitarian organizations (Cheng 
2022:131). In 2018, some of the African refugees felt that they had had enough 
of their situation and decided to take action, forming a group called “Our Lives 
Matter” (inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement in the US) with the 
main aim of improving their legal situation in Hong Kong. The group met 
every week, organized meetings with authorities, lawyers, and NGOs, and 
wrote aid petitions that were sent to governments of other countries (Cheng 
2022:132).  

The research of Mountz, Bendixsen and Hyland Eriksen, and Cheng show 
that waiting does not passivize refugees entirely but can offer space for indi-
vidual and collective agency even in the harshest of situations.  

So far, I have identified two strands of inquiry within research on migrants’ 
waiting: one focusing on waiting as an element of domination, the other fo-
cusing on resistance against waiting. Both perspectives have influenced this 
thesis. In Chapter 2 I analyze how the Swedish asylum process brings people 
into long periods of waiting in great anxiety. That refugees possess and exert 
agency is something that will become clear throughout this thesis but will re-
ceive special attention in Chapter 5, where I focus on how refugees cope with 
their longing for family members. In addition to these two perspectives, a 
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central move of this thesis is to turn attention towards instances where waiting 
generates social phenomenon other than oppression and resistance. 

If waiting is an inherent part of the exercise of power, as Bourdieu sug-
gests, it is then worth recalling Michel Foucault’s analysis of power as decen-
tralized. There is no “primary existence of a central point” of power, he writes 
in his seminal work The Will to Knowledge – the History of Sexuality, Vol.1 
(Foucault 1990:93). Power, in Foucault’s view, is not something that emanates 
from “above;” rather, it is “the moving substrate of force relations which, by 
virtue of their inequality, constantly engender states of power, but the latter 
are always local and unstable” (Foucault 1990:93). What this means is that 
power gets exercised by a plethora of different societal forces, seldomly in 
straightforward, linear ways.  

That power is decentralized does not mean that it is disorganized, however. 
Through time, certain social elements form relations with other elements who 
in complex ways take on more dominant positions in society, in relation to 
certain groups of people. One concept that Foucault uses for designating such 
dominant relations of power is dispositif9 (Foucault 1980:194). 

One dispositif that interests Foucault is the dispositif of sexuality10, and the 
many prohibitions and regulations circumscribing sexuality that developed 
from the 18th century onwards. These prohibitions did not originate from a 
central state power. Instead, Foucault highlights the emergence of three soci-
etal forces—pedagogy, medicine, and demography—as central factors in the 
repression of sexuality (Foucault 1990:116). Without moving too deeply into 
the issue of sex, I want to highlight one important lesson of Foucault, namely, 
that all the efforts to restrain, repress, and regulate sex in the 18th, 19th, and 
20th centuries produced an entire discourse on sexuality. Never in history had 
authorities been so occupied with the regulation of people’s erotic pleasures, 
and this in turn gave rise to new institutions, identities, practices, and episte-
mologies. In other words, the dispositif of sexuality was not merely repressive; 
it was also, in many ways, productive (Foucault 1990).  

It is in light of the reasoning of Foucault that waiting also can be analyzed 
as a productive phenomenon. For the sake of avoiding misunderstanding, I 
here wish to emphasize that to say that waiting is productive is not the same 
as to say that waiting is positive or affirmative.  

I am certainly not the first to argue that waiting sometimes becomes a pro-
ductive phenomenon. As has been noted by anthropologists Christine Jacob-
sen and Marry-Anne Karlsen, waiting might become productive, for example, 

 
9 In this thesis, I use the French term dispositif instead of the English term dispositive as to 
signal that the concept here has a particular theoretical meaning. 
10 In Robert Hurley’s translation of The History of Sexuality:1, the word “dispositif” is inter-
changeably translated into “apparatus” or “deployment”. According to Foucault scholars Nich-
olas Hardy (2015:198) and Jeffrey Bussolini (2010:86), such translation loses a bit of the ana-
lytic centrality the notion played in Foucault’s reasoning in his later part of his career.   
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when “it contributes to the production of migrant ‘illegality’ or ‘irregularity’” 
(Jacobsen and Karlsen 2020:2).  

One scholar who has analyzed waiting as a productive element in the ill-
galization of migration is anthropologist Ruben Andersson. In his article 
“Time and the Migrant Other,” Andersson discusses migrants stranded in Ce-
uta and Melilla, two Spanish enclaves at the northern coastline of Africa (An-
dersson 2014b). In 2010 and 2011, migrants waited there under camp-like sit-
uations, often for longer than a year, hoping to be able to reach the European 
continent one day. Deterring migrants in camps in Ceuta and Melilla for 
months and years “discourage(d) more arrivals,” writes Andersson, and had a 
“chilling effect on asylum applications” (Andersson 2014b:806). In this way, 
the time that was “usurped” (Andersson 2014b:796) from migrants was trans-
formed into useful capital for the larger ambition of impeding immigration: 
the longer people stayed in the camp, the less attractive it appeared for other 
migrants to arrive in these places. Letting people wait, in other words, became 
a productive tool in the maintenance and re-making of the European border 
regime. And, as Andersson makes clear, any attempt of restricting transna-
tional migration will make people try to reach Europe using other methods or 
at other places, producing a never-ending, deadly, cat and mouse game that 
breeds an entire industry of illegalizing migrants’ movements (Andersson 
2014a). 

As was the case with the practice of keeping refugees in Ceuta and Melilla 
wait in camp-like situations, one can presume that the increased waiting times 
for having one’s asylum application investigated—alongside the more restric-
tive immigration policies—may have frightened other refugees from travel-
ling to Sweden, thereby representing a productive element of the Swedish im-
migration control mechanisms too. One way in which waiting certainly be-
comes a productive element in immigration control is when the long waiting 
in the asylum process reduces the opportunities for some groups to receive 
residence permit. This was the case of people who arrived as unaccompanied 
minors—that is, children younger than eighteen who arrive without their par-
ents—but who turned eighteen before their case was decided on, which in turn 
meant that authorities did not have to take into account the special considera-
tions that children ought to receive. I will return to this topic in Chapter 5. 

Besides mapping certain ways in which waiting becomes part of reproduc-
ing immigration control and migrant illegality, I will also look at other ways 
in which waiting becomes productive.  

One book that has been inspirational for me is sociologist Craig Jeffrey’s 
Timepass, an ethnographic study of poor youths in Uttar Pradesh, India (Jef-
frey 2010). Many of Jeffrey’s interlocutors were students at Meerut College, 
where education was centered around yearly examinations requiring students 
to demonstrate what they had learned throughout the year. The college did not 
provide much regular and organized teaching, however. As a result, the stu-
dents often found themselves waiting for the annual round of examinations, 
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having an overabundance of time in between these exams. Students oftentimes 
coped with their tedious waiting by hanging out in coffee shops and street 
corners, joking around, or, if they were ambitious, becoming involved in stu-
dent politics. Such activities were termed “timepass” by the youths themselves 
(Jeffrey 2010).  

Jeffrey suggests that timepass is productive in two ways. On the one hand, 
timepass is productive for the individual who can endure the waiting more 
easily by socializing with others. But it is also productive in a sociological 
sense. By being part of timepass, the youths in Uttar Pradesh formed friend-
ships and alliances not only with other students but also with teachers and 
even politicians outside the university, relationships that lasted long after they 
had finished their studies (Jeffrey 2010:187).  

During my fieldwork in Avesta, I encountered many situations that can be 
termed timepass. I observed, for example, how some Syrian-Kurds that I met 
would hang out in a pizzeria in central Avesta, watching television, drinking 
tea, gossiping, joking, and sometimes comforting each other when they were 
feeling down. I also joined refugees at spontaneous gatherings in their homes, 
excursions in the surrounding nature, and at barbeque parties. These gather-
ings represent ways in which refugees sought to escape the tyranny of waiting, 
transforming relatively dead time into something productive. The social activ-
ities also formed and strengthened social relations, demonstrating the socio-
logically-productive dimension of timepass.  

In addition to being inspired by Andersson’s focus on waiting as a produc-
tive element in furthering immigration control, and Jeffrey’s timepass as 
something productive for those who are subjected to waiting, this thesis high-
lights some of the responses that the refugees’ waiting generated in the sur-
rounding society, on both local and national levels.  

During my fieldwork, I learned that there were many initiatives organized 
by humanitarian organizations like the Red Cross and Save the Children, and 
also by sports clubs, churches, political organizations, culture associations, 
and individuals who felt a need to do something for refugees in Avesta. Resi-
dents of Avesta organized language courses, therapy groups, theatre groups, 
dance classes, choirs, and recreational activities for refugees, aiming towards 
making their situation a little better and a little more fun. They also facilitated 
gatherings where refugees could meet other residents of Avesta and work on 
their “integration into the community” (integreras i samhället), as it was com-
monly stated. Some of the people who organized these initiatives supported 
refugees juridically, economically, and emotionally. In this thesis, such initi-
atives of hospitality are seen as one type of productive outcome generated by 
refugees’ waiting. 

But refugees’ waiting did not only generate initiatives that were supportive 
towards refugees. As was mentioned above, several arson attacks against 
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asylum centers were carried out in 2015.11 Historian Helene Lööw reports how 
a number of websites associated with far-right ideology cheered these arson 
attacks, posted pictures of them, and encouraged people to commit further vi-
olence against other asylum accommodation (Lööw 2017:73).  

As will be discussed in Chapter 3, the presence of refugees waiting for 
permission to settle and establish themselves in Sweden has given rise to an 
increasingly polarized social landscape in Avesta. In other words, the in-
creased number of refugees waiting in Avesta has produced conflicting re-
sponses that have the potential to reshape the socio-political landscape.     

Humanitarianism and securitarianism 
The waiting of refugees is a product of current immigration control and refu-
gee reception. In this thesis, I refer to immigration control as a set relations 
and practices which seeks to monitor, regulate, and restrict immigration, and 
refugee reception as a set of relations and practices which seeks to accommo-
date and aid refugees. Immigration control and refugee reception are not sep-
arate from one another. Rather, they are part of one and the same dispositif. 

There are many signs that the current Swedish immigration control and 
refugee reception is not merely governed by restrictive immigration policies, 
but that it still contains elements that arguably can be labelled “humanitarian,” 
understood as practices that seek to help, support, and protect refugees. This 
can be noticed on a national level, such as when immigration laws and policies 
allow refugees like Sayed and Ramineh accommodation, subsidies, daycare, 
and education for their children, even when the rejected asylum application 
has become legally binding. A humanitarian agenda can also be noticed on a 
local level in Avesta, where many initiatives aim at improving the situation of 
the refugees who are waiting. In other words, although the Swedish govern-
ment decided to make a significant turn towards a more restrictive immigra-
tion policy in late 2015, there are strong indications that humanitarian reason-
ing still influences immigration control and refugee reception in Sweden.  

That being said, it is important to recognize that humanitarianism is not an 
unproblematic phenomenon. Over the last four decades, humanitarianism has 
been subjected to massive scrutiny from anthropologists, sociologists, migra-
tion scholars, and historians (Harrell-Bond 1986; Malkki 1996; Harrell-Bond 
1997; Agier 2002; Barnett 2011; Fassin 2011; Feldman 2012; Ticktin 2016; 
Nakueira 2019; Keshavarz 2020b; Klose 2021). 

According to sociologist and anthropologist Didier Fassin, humanitarian 
engagement is fundamentally based on a “tension between inequality and 

 
11 Nationally, the police reported 63 “actions” carried out against asylum centers in different 
parts of the country between May 1 and November 30, 2015. Forty-five of these were either 
accomplished or attempts of arson. In addition to these, there were events involving hand gre-
nades, fireworks, sabotage, violent manifestations, hatred, and threats against refugees (Lööw 
2017:62). 
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solidarity, between a relation of domination and a relation of assistance” (Fas-
sin 2011:3). What Fassin points at is that although humanitarianism provides 
material, practical, or other forms of support without any expectations of re-
ceiving a counter-gift, donors of aid nevertheless expect the recipients to show 
gratitude and compliance towards the donors. In this sense, humanitarianism 
produces and maintains social hierarchies and relations of dependency.  

A related criticism of humanitarianism is that it promotes paternalism. Pa-
ternalism can be described as a form of benevolent dominance, where the 
dominator believes and acts as if he or she knows what is best for the other 
regardless of what that other may think himself (Barnett 2016b). This is a topic 
that I return to in Chapter 4, where I analyze elements of paternalism in local 
initiatives that helped refugees in Avesta.  

Scholars who have studied humanitarian operations have pointed out the 
strong connections between humanitarianism and securitization (see Fassin 
2011; Gilman 2012; Feldman 2012; Plemmons and Albro 2012; Klose 2021). 
Historian Nils Gilman, for example, maintains that humanitarian organiza-
tions have become dependent on the protection of military organizations in 
order to deliver humanitarian aid in many parts of the world, arguing that mil-
itary organizations have “emerged as crucial vectors” for the deliverance of 
humanitarian aid (Gilman 2012:174).  

Sometimes, humanitarian organizations join with armed forces in Western 
countries. This was something that Fassin noticed when French authorities in 
1999 collaborated with the French Red Cross in setting up a reception center 
for refugees heading to the UK. Perhaps contrary to what one would expect, 
inside the camp, it was often the Red Cross volunteers themselves policing the 
refugees, not the police officers actually stationed there. The reception center 
was based on a combination of humanitarianism (providing food, clothes, and 
shelter) and securitarianism (keeping refugees out of sight from the general 
public and making it easier for the police to monitor their movement) (Fassin 
2011:135). Importantly, the divide between humanitarianism and securitari-
anism was not the same as a divide between the Red Cross and the police but 
rather a tension that defined both these organizations from within. 

Anthropologist Synnøve Bendixsen found that a similar combination of 
humanitarianism and securitization is also at play in Norwegian policies of 
“assisted return,” where the Norwegian authorities help people who accept 
deportation by organizing their flights back and providing financial aid to 
them for a limited period of time (Bendixsen 2020). Like in Sweden, the Nor-
wegian state disqualified large numbers of Afghan asylum seekers who had 
arrived in the country as unaccompanied minors but turned eighteen during 
the process of waiting for their asylum decision. Bendixsen demonstrates how 
the assisted return of these youths gets portrayed as a way to relieve the Nor-
wegian welfare state of the burden of providing subsidies and accommodation 
to these people and to prevent some of the rejected asylum seekers from get-
ting involved in criminality (Bendixsen 2020:6). Thus, assisted return is 
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presented as a security measure for the Norwegian society. On the other hand, 
assisted return is framed as something that is good for the migrants who get 
deported, since the financial support they receive from Norway make it easier 
for them resettle in Afghanistan. Assisted return is also portrayed as a more 
“dignified” alternative to living in Norway without the legal permits while 
under a constant risk of being forcefully deported (Bendixsen 2020:7). 

Clearly, humanitarnianism and securitarianism are not incompatible with 
one another but are rather entangled in the current regimes of immigration 
control, bordering, and deportation.  

One example of this in Swedish immigration politics played out during the 
summer of 2013. At the time, Sweden was governed by a center-right coalition 
consisting of four parties: the liberal-conservative Moderate Party, the con-
servative Christian Democrats, the liberal People’s Party, and the liberal Cen-
tre Party. In June 2013, the government made two changes in immigration 
policies that were both outcomes of intense negotiations among the four par-
ties in the government alongside the Green Party, whose votes the government 
needed for their political reforms to be approved in Parliament. On the one 
hand, the government implemented a law that entitled migrants in Sweden 
without legal permission to a certain degree of healthcare and education (Lag 
om hälso- och sjukvård till vissa utlänningar som vistas i Sverige utan nödvä-
ndiga tillstånd, SFS 2013:407, 7 §; also Nielsen 2016). On the other hand, the 
government launched an intense police-led campaign centered around detec-
tion, detention, and deportation of migrants in Sweden without legal permis-
sion (Sager 2016). The two reforms of 2013 exhibit a combination of human-
itarianism and securitarianism in Swedish immigration policies. In this thesis, 
I will map out several other instances where this combination appears and 
where it impacts refugees’ experience of waiting in Avesta. 

In this thesis, I apply a broader understanding of humanitarianism than is 
usually the case. Humanitarianism, in my view, is not only something that is 
carried out by organizations like the Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontiers 
but actually influences politics on various levels, just as it gets practiced and 
expressed in different contexts and by people who are not necessarily part of 
any governmental or non-governmental organizations.  

I also apply a broad understanding of the concept of securitarianism. Secu-
ritarianism, in this thesis, designates a way of reasoning that sets the security 
and well-being of the people who are considered to be part of a national iden-
tity—and here I understand national identity as a social construct, and nations 
as “imagined communities” (Anderson 2016)—before the well-being of peo-
ple who are not considered part of the same (imagined) national identity. 

I treat humanitarianism and securitarianism as two different “logics.” In 
political philosopher Ernesto Laclau’s view, there are two operational logics 
at root of all social formations. One is the logic of difference, a logic which 
dichotomizes and emphasizes social antagonisms. The other is the logic of 
equivalence, which strives towards erasing differences and towards 
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universalization (Laclau 2000:195-6; see also Lundgren 2012). In my view, 
securitarianism corresponds with the logic of difference, as it gives priority to 
those considered to be part of a national identity. Conversely, humanitarian-
ism, which strives to make all of humanity equal, corresponds with the logic 
of equivalence. Importantly, these two logics do not represent entirely differ-
ent ideologies or social formations; rather, they are both part of one and the 
same dispositif of immigration control and refugee reception.   

Rather than viewing waiting exclusively as an effect of a repressive border 
regime that seeks to restrict immigration and dominate migrants, I think that 
this combination of humanitarianism and securitarianism is an important key 
to a deeper understanding of how the waiting of refugees in Sweden is pro-
duced, conditioned, and experienced.  

The rural context of Avesta 
This thesis builds on ethnographical material gathered from August 2017 to 
October 2018 in the municipality of Avesta. The municipality of Avesta is an 
administrative area with its own political administration. Located about 160 
kilometres north of Stockholm, the capital of Sweden, it encompasses around 
700 square kilometres. In 2018, the municipality of Avesta had a population 
of 22,800; half of the inhabitants lived in the town of Avesta, with the rest 
living in smaller towns and villages within the municipality.  

I chose the municipality of Avesta as a field site mainly because it was one 
of many Swedish rural municipalities that received a relatively large propor-
tion of refugees in the mid 2010s. By the end of 2015, when the number of 
asylum seekers in Sweden peaked, 1,015 asylum applicants resided in the mu-
nicipality of Avesta. At the time of my fieldwork, the number of asylum ap-
plicants residing in Avesta had dropped to 554, a consequence of the turn to-
wards a more restrictive immigration in 2015-16. In addition to refugees wait-
ing for receiving a decision on their asylum application, there were also 
around 2,000 refugees who had received residence permit within the last five 
years, remaining in Avesta and still residing there at the time of my fieldwork 
(Hägg 2018; SCB 2021). 

There is already a quite long tradition of ethnographical studies of immi-
gration in local contexts in Sweden. Ethnologist Anna Lundstedt, for example, 
studied integration projects in suburban areas of Stockholm (Lundstedt 2005); 
ethnologist Oscar Pripp followed Syrian/Assyrian entrepreneurs in Södertälje, 
south of Stockholm (Pripp 2001); anthropologist Mark Graham studied Irani-
ans in Haninge, a suburban area just outside Stockholm (Graham 2018); and 
ethnologist Beatriz Lindqvist followed exile-Chileans in Holma, outside of 
Malmö (Lindqvist 1991), to mention a few examples of ethnographic studies 
on migration in Sweden. What these studies have in common with most other 
ethnographical studies on immigration and integration in Sweden is that they 
focus on urban spaces situated in or close to any of the three big cities of 
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Sweden: Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö. Despite the fact that relatively 
large proportions of refugees reside in rural parts of Sweden, research on ref-
ugees in small towns and rural areas in Sweden is scarce (some exceptions are 
Ehn 1975; Norman 2004; Stiernström et al. 2019; McCluskey 2019; Carlbaum 
2021).  

One exception from the urban-centered perspective in studies of migration 
and integration in Sweden is pedagogy scholar Sara Carlbaum. In a recent 
article based on ethnographic material gathered in three rural municipalities 
in the north of Sweden, she found that the situation of refugee women living 
in small villages in these municipalities felt restrained due to a lack of educa-
tional, cultural, and social capital. The refugees also felt isolated due to the 
difficulties of making friends in these villages and of travelling to other towns 
or cities, a feeling of entrapment enhanced by the fact that none of the women 
that Carlbaum followed had access to a car, which in rural parts of Sweden 
often is a prerequisite for living a socially active life due to the long geograph-
ical distances between villages, supermarkets, services, and so on (Carlbaum 
2021).  

Isolation was also an issue for some of the refugees in Avesta, to varying 
degrees. One thing I observed during my fieldwork was that feelings of isola-
tion were impacted by where in the municipality people were residing.  

As I noted earlier, many volunteers in Avesta organized social activities 
such as language cafés, culture events, and excursions to help refugees inte-
grate and meet others. Refugees who lived close to places where such initia-
tives were organized could more easily escape feelings of isolation than those 
who lived in more remote villages, of which some had no initiatives or insti-
tutions where people could socialize. I will return to the problem of isolation 
in Chapter 3. 

International relations scholar Emma McCluskey also observed how local 
people supported refugees in her ethnographic study of a small rural village 
with 1,600 inhabitants in southern Sweden. In 2013, the Migration Agency 
opened up a refugee center in the village to which McCluskey gives the fic-
tious name “Öreby.” Within a few weeks period of time, around 70 refugees, 
mostly from Syria, moved into Öreby. In the beginning, most villagers wel-
comed the Syrians with warmth and pity, donating clothes and wanting to help 
them feel comfortable. McCluskey herself followed a group of people who 
took the initiative to distribute the clothes that had been donated and who 
eventually set up language lessons and organized other social activities for the 
refugees (McCluskey 2019:72-3).  

What is most compelling about the Öreby example is that the open and 
warm attitude towards refugees soon turned into suspicion. A couple of 
months after the opening of the reception center, rumours spread about some 
of the Öreby refugees lying to the Swedish authorities about their past experi-
ences in order to improve their chances to qualify for residence permit. When 
villagers read in the newspaper that a Somalian refugee residing in a refugee 
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center in northern Sweden had been shot dead by the police after having threat-
ened to stab other refugees with a knife, fears spread in Öreby that the Syrian 
refugees also might get equally violent. Some villagers also believed that Syr-
ian men in Öreby posed a threat towards the villagers’ children, most of whom 
were instructed to avoid contact with the refugees (McCluskey 2019:114). 
Over the course of a year, people who first welcomed the Syrian refugees to 
Öreby ended up no longer wanting any refugees there at all, and many decided 
to vote for the Sweden Democratic Party, the only party that campaigned for 
a significantly restricted immigration policy in the national elections of 2014 
(McCluskey 2019).  

Obviously, McCluskey’s study bear similarities with mine in that it focuses 
on refugee reception in rural parts of Sweden. Its main focus, however, is on 
the “hidden transcripts” of those she labels as the “villagers” (i.e., non-refu-
gees) (McCluskey 2019:16), whereas I am more concerned with the situation 
of the recently-arrived refugees and the various forms of waiting they are sub-
jected to. McCluskey’s study also differs from mine on another important 
point, something which has more to do with the contextual circumstances of 
our respective field sites. When McCluskey conducted her fieldwork, refugee 
reception was a new experience for Öreby. There was a clear demarcation 
between life in Öreby before the arrival of refugees and after, and it was easy 
for McCluskey to make a clear distinction between “villagers” and “refugees.” 
This was not the case in Avesta at the time of my fieldwork.  

Besides having a history of labor migration within metal industries stretch-
ing back to the 1600s, the municipality also began receiving refugees in 2001. 
Many who arrived as refugees to Avesta some five, ten, fifteen, or twenty 
years ago are today employed in both private and public sectors; some have 
set up their own businesses, and many are engaged in politics, sports clubs, 
and other associations in Avesta. Many have become Swedish citizens, some-
thing which is possible after five years of permanent residency in the country. 
And many of those who once were asylum applicants are also active in initia-
tives that aim to improve the situation of refugees in Avesta. For these reasons, 
one cannot so easily draw a line between “villagers” and “refugees,” since 
many people in Avesta are both, in between, or beyond these two labels. The 
social situation in the municipality of Avesta is, in other words, more complex 
than that in Öreby. This alerts us to the fact that rural Sweden is highly di-
verse—demographically, economically, culturally, and environmentally—
something which also impacts refugees’ waiting in these places. I will high-
light some of these socio-material particularities of Avesta in Chapter 3, alt-
hough a “context-sensitive” approach (Povrzanović Frykman, and Mäkelä 
2019:294) has influenced the entire project.  

My hope is that such context sensitivity also will enrich the understanding 
of refugees’ waiting. Even if waiting most often gets associated with the di-
mension of time, the experience of waiting is also impacted by the social and 
material surroundings where waiting takes place.   
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Fieldwork, positionality, and research ethics 
The material of this thesis includes interviews and a combination of published 
and non-published sources, such as media articles, video clips, asylum case 
investigations, brochures, blog-posts, state reports, law texts, and political 
propositions, sources that have helped me contextualize the situation of refu-
gees in Sweden and Avesta.12 The core materials, however, are field notes 
based on ethnographical observations made in different places within the mu-
nicipality of Avesta.  

One important social node during my research was a place I will call the 
Meeting Ground. During my first couple of visits to the Meeting Ground, I 
most often sat on a chair in a corner with a leather-bound notebook in my lap, 
observing the women and children who participated and silently taking notes. 
I was nervous and interacted only sparsely with the participants, something 
that must have felt strange for all who attended the Meeting Ground. I also felt 
that some of the attendants deliberately avoided me, making me wondering if 
they wanted me to leave. 

This raises the issue of my role in the field.  
As is often the case for ethnographers, my role in the field was not that of 

an “impartial” or “neutral” observer. In the Meeting Ground, it mattered that 
I was a man, just as it mattered that I was a Swedish-born, white, relatively 
young academic, working for a state-sanctioned university and occupying a 
privileged position compared with most of those attending the Meeting 
Ground. The silence and sense of avoidance that I initially noticed among 
some of the participants probably related to this asymmetry of social privilege. 

After some visits to the Meeting Ground, however, I, the organizers, and 
the refugees became more comfortable with my presence there. I started to 
help the women at the Meeting Ground with practical matters like preparing 
“fika,” an important everyday ritual in Sweden of drinking coffee and eating 
sweet bread together. I also started to play with the children and practiced 
Swedish with their mothers. In this sense, I was no longer only a white, Swe-
dish-born, male academic: I also became a volunteer, playmate, Swedish 
teacher, and friend to some of them. This illustrates the power of firm ethno-
graphic research, since spending time together represents an effective tool in 
building understanding of others.  

Sometimes, people came to me with troubles they wanted to share. This 
happened to me more often when I was at another place that also became im-
portant for my research, a place that I call Avesta Solidarity Center (“Avesta 
solidaritetscenter,” abbreviated as ASC). ASC provided Swedish lessons, six 
hours a day, five days a week, and was organized by people who had them-
selves experiences of migrating from other countries.   

 
12 The research project has received ethical clearance from Etikprövningsnämnden in Uppsala.  
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A few months into the fieldwork, I found myself acting as a kind of broker 
whenever refugees at ASC came to me asking for help of various kinds. They 
came to me with letters from authorities whose bureaucratic language it was 
sometimes difficult even for a native speaker and academic like me to deci-
pher. Some asked for advice about how they could get an apartment lease, or 
a job, and others asked if I could help them with money.  

When I started to engage in these ways, I also became personally involved 
in some people’s struggle to obtain asylum, an involvement that included ac-
companying them to meetings with lawyers and migration authorities. My en-
gagement was partly oriented by a will to make a difference for people in 
precarious situations. In this sense, I was doing what has been termed “en-
gaged anthropology” (Beck and Maida 2013), described as a commitment to 
give something back to the people one is studying.  

This engagement gave me many insights that I would probably not have 
come across had I not gotten involved in this way. My roles as both a broker 
and an ethnographer were not always clearly defined, however. What if people 
said certain things to me as a friend, meant to be kept between the two of us, 
and not as an ethnographer, meant to be heard/read by a broader audience? 
Transparency has been one important tool to tackle this ethical problem. In 
the thesis, I try to be transparent about how I gathered the information that I 
convey (such details are most often described in footnotes), just as I tried to 
be as transparent as possible with my informants throughout the fieldwork, 
explaining to them, for instance, what I was writing in my notes.  

In accordance with ethnological research ethics, I have anonymized to a 
very high degree the people who figure in this thesis. I have not only changed 
names but have also, in some cases, changed national background, current lo-
cation, gender, and other details that could expose their true identity  

Interviews and language 
In total, I recorded 70 interviews. While these averaged 1.5 hours in length, 
the shortest was about 20 minutes long, the longest 3 hours. Thirty-nine of the 
interviews were with refugees in varying legal positions: 17 of the interviewed 
refugees had received residence permit during the last two years, 17 were still 
waiting to have their asylum application processed, and 5 had had their appli-
cation for asylum rejected. Five of the interviews were group interviews. Of 
all refugees that were interviewed, 16 were women and 24 men. Five of the 
refugees I interviewed more than once. In addition to interviews with refugees, 
I interviewed volunteers engaged in helping refugees, political representa-
tives, and civil servants who worked with immigration or integration in other 
ways. 

The refugees that I met spoke either Arabic, Tigrinja, Dari, Farsi, Turkish, 
Kurmanji, or Sorani as their native tongues. As I myself do not speak any of 
these languages, communication was sometimes difficult. Some refugees 
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spoke English, however, and some had learned quite good Swedish during 
their stay in the country, making communication easier. When non-English 
speakers had only rudimentary Swedish, we often used our smartphones to 
translate or drew maps and figures on paper.  Sometimes we called up friends 
who could help translate our conversation.  

The interviews were often associative but centered around certain events 
in the interviewee’s life trajectory. Such stories make up an important part in 
contextualizing the situation of the migrants whose waiting I am investigating, 
and provides one way of getting closer their experiences and feelings.  

Stories are always interpretations, however, even when someone aims to 
present the “truth” of what really happened in a certain moment. Stories also 
change over time. A story might become more refined the more it is told, just 
as the teller might start improvising and embroidering the text. As many schol-
ars have emphasized (not the least those of the so-called performance school), 
the way that stories are told is always dependent on the social context (Bau-
man 1986; Klein, Ronström & Gunnell, in Ronström et al 2013). This means 
that stories are never only personal, or (intra-)subjective, but intersubjective.  

In my case, I realized that some of the people that I interviewed changed 
their tone and way of telling their stories when the recorder was on. Perhaps 
this was just an effect of their nervousness about being recorded, but it could 
also be a consequence of being aware of the fact that what they were telling 
me could potentially be read, and heard, by someone else later on.  

Some of the people used the interview as an opportunity to bring up issues 
they thought that I should write about. Malik, a Libyan man who will return 
in Chapter 3, stressed, for example, that Swedish Social Services (Social-
tjänsten) should be much clearer about which methods of child-rearing are 
considered acceptable. Malik had heard stories about children of refugees be-
ing taken away from by the Social Services because the parents did not adhere 
to Swedish standards of upbringing. This made Malik both angry and worried 
that it would happen to him too. For him, it was very important that I should 
write about this. 

Others took a defensive mode during the interview. Such was the case of 
Efraim, an Iranian young man who had converted to Christianity after having 
arrived in Sweden. When he told me that he was Christian, he immediately 
added: “But I did not change religion to get residence permit.”  

Efraim’s defensive stance probably related to a broader discussion about 
asylum applicants lying about religion in order to gain advantages in the asy-
lum process. But Efraim made clear to me that his conversion was sincere, 
putting his right hand on his heart. 

In this case, I sensed that Efraim was speaking not only to me: I had never 
accused him of trying to cheat the Swedish authorities. His words, rather, re-
lated to a broader discourse. He was talking to an imagined, absent-present 
audience, an imagined Other who, in the words of ethnologist Oscar Pripp, 
can be termed a “third presence” (tredje närvarande) (Pripp 2001:71). 
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Throughout the project, I have tried to be reflexive about how the answers I 
received might be influenced by such broader discourses, as well as by my 
position as an academic from Sweden.   

During my fieldwork I also noted that the tone and way of telling differed 
when refugees told their stories in meetings with the Migration Agency, with 
lawyers, and in court hearings. In such situations, the social setting fundamen-
tally impacted their ability to engage the audience, mostly because the audi-
ence in such circumstances is not meant to be engaged.  

As I will discuss in Chapter 2, the asylum story makes up an essential part 
of the asylum procedures, representing the core evidence of the applicant’s 
plea for state protection. Throughout my fieldwork, I gained access to the in-
vestigation protocols and the migration authorities’ decisions regarding some 
of the people I worked with. These documents are also part of this research. 
But in contrast to migration authorities, my aim here is not to cover the “truth” 
about the past lives of the refugees. I treat the retelling of past events as an 
important part of refugees’ present and future situations rather than as clues to 
what happened in the past. 

Many refugees I met had gone through traumatic experiences. Some had 
witnessed the killing of family members. Others had been tortured, and one 
person had been severely injured in an armed battle. These people struggled 
hugely with their past memories. Talking about such traumas was a way of 
trying to make sense of such experiences—more about personal processing, 
perhaps, than an attempt to convince others about what really happened (But-
ler 1997).  

“To reconstitute events in a story is no longer to live those events in pas-
sivity,” writes anthropologist Michael Jackson, “but to actively rework them, 
both in dialogue with others and within one’s imagination” (Jackson 2008:34). 
In this thesis I too treat stories as part of an intersubjective, ongoing struggle 
of sense-making.  

Conceptual and analytical considerations 
Before moving on to the core investigation, I must first address some concep-
tual and analytical considerations.   

To begin with, the term “refugee” is an ambiguous and potentially prob-
lematic term. In the legal context, it has a specific meaning, referring to indi-
viduals or groups of people who qualify for the set of criteria stipulated in the 
Refugee Convention of 1951 (see page 48). In this thesis, however, I am not 
interested only in people who get defined as “refugees” in the legal sense but 
in all who either intend to apply for asylum or have already applied for asylum 
(and are either waiting to have their application investigated, have been given 
asylum in Sweden, or have been denied asylum).  

Another problem with using the term “refugee” is that it often gets associ-
ated with passivity, suffering, and victimhood (Ticktin 2016; Kmak 2021). In 
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cultural studies scholar Sarah Ahmed’s terminology, one can say that the term 
“refugee” is a “sticky” concept (Ahmed 2004), a label—a sticker perhaps, to 
continue the quibble—that sticks to a person and tends to reduce that person 
to little more than the label. In media, “refugees” are often portrayed as name-
less victims, devoid of agency and dependent on the goodwill and charity of 
others (Ticktin 2016).  

There is also a risk that focusing on refugees also contributes to cementing 
the view of refugees as an essentially distinct group of people, a tendency 
which in critical literature on migration has been termed “methodological na-
tionalism” (Dahinden 2016:2211). The critique of methodological nationalism 
draws attention to the fact that researchers, by making “migrants” and “refu-
gees” the main problem to be studied, often become part of reproducing the 
idea that migrants and refugees are not natural parts of society but, rather, 
represent a problem to the society. Such studies are therefore unintentionally 
and indirectly reproducing a nationalist view of society. This thesis does not 
take refugees as the main “object” or “problem” to be investigated. Instead, 
my focus is on the social, political, and legal processes that produce and re-
produce the precarious conditions that shapes the experience of refugees in 
Sweden. Hopefully, this study will thereby contribute to the “de-natu-
raliz[ation]” (Dahinden 2016:2212) of these discriminatory processes. 

Related to the conceptual and epistemological risks of focusing on “refu-
gees,” there is also a need to reflect upon the risks of focusing on refugees’ 
waiting. To put it in Jacobsen and Karlsen’s terms, “Migration researchers risk 
reinforcing a logic of otherness when characterising migrants as people who 
occupy a distinct temporality related to their migration status” (Jacobsen and 
Karlsen 2020:4; also Ramsay 2020; Ramsay 2017; Drangsland 2021; Rozakou 
2021). Such temporal otherification risks reproducing an image of refugees as 
passive and fundamentally inhibited by the nation-state into which they aspire 
to become “integrated.” It also risks reproducing an image of the nation-state 
as the ultimate saviour and residence permit as the ultimate endpoint of refu-
gees’ waiting.  

One way to avoid “essentializing” refugees’ experience of time, according 
to anthropologist Georgina Ramsay, is to pay attention to how waiting under 
precarious circumstances is not a phenomenon exclusive to refugees but one 
that seems to define the situation of many marginalized groups in the contem-
porary world (Ramsay 2017:203).  

Uncertain waiting characterizes the situation of many in the growing global 
class of urban poor. Anthropologist Javier Auyero studied one example of this 
in Buenos Aires, where he followed people who were either evicted from their 
homes or caught in other very difficult socio-economic situations but who 
could apply for financial support from the city administration. This required 
standing in queues for many hours, often several days in a row. And the bu-
reaucratic procedures were not over at the end of the physical queue. Instead, 
a seemingly arbitrary process commenced, one that could go on for months 
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and involved numerous visits to state offices, forms to be filed, and requests 
for subsidies rejected (Auyero 2012).  

The waiting of the urban poor in Buenos Aires has similarities with the 
waiting of the refugees in this study insofar as it was a waiting that weighed 
heavily on their shoulders, produced a strong sense of uncertainty about the 
future, and involved many frustrating meetings with bureaucratic personnel. 
But there are also important differences. For many refugees in Avesta, the 
uncertain waiting included a fear of being deported, which was not the case of 
Auyero’s informants. Coming from African or Middle Eastern countries, ref-
ugees in Sweden are also subjected to structural and everyday racism, which 
was not the case of the poor people studied by Auyero. And, of course, being 
located in rural Sweden also made the situation of those I followed very dif-
ferent from the situation of the urban poor in Buenos Aires, since the social 
and material aspects of the place where people reside also significantly im-
pacts the experience of waiting. 

While I agree that it is important to make comparisons with other groups 
also subjected to waiting, I nevertheless think there are good reasons to bring 
special attention to some of the social, legal, economic, and spatial dimensions 
that constitutes the particularities of refugees’ experience of waiting in rural 
Sweden.  

Time Warps 
The title of this thesis, Time Warps, is most readily associated with science-
fiction and with people who either invent ways to warp time in order to travel 
through it, as in H. G. Wells classic novel The Time Machine from 1895 
(Wells 2010), or are sent back (or forth) in time against their will, as in Lyon 
Sprague de Camp’s Lest Darkness Fall from 1939 (Camp 1983). In some 
stories, people are trapped in situations where time repeats itself, as in Rob-
ert Heinlein’s novel By His Bootstraps (Heinlein 1941), or in the 1993 movie 
Groundhog Day, where the protagonist finds himself having to relive the 
same day again and again (Ruben 1993). These stories all play with the idea 
that time is not necessarily linear, that there are moments when time tweaks, 
curdles, and distorts. I am not qualified to say whether time warps really 
exist or not. A common theme in stories about them, however, is that people 
affected by time warps lose their sense of control over time and experience 
time moving in unpredictable directions. My argument is that this sense of 
temporal distortion captures something crucial about the experience of many 
refugees in Avesta. 

 “Warp” is also linked to “weave” (as in “warp and woof”: the threads that 
run lengthwise and crosswise in a woven fabric), “fabric,” and “web.” In this 
sense, “time warps” also refers to the ways in which the lives of refugees in 
Avesta became shaped by complex webs of temporalities.  
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Like everyone else, the refugees I met in Avesta organized their time 
around daily activities—eating breakfast, taking children to school, riding the 
bus to Swedish lessons, and so on—which constituted a fairly repetitive, pre-
dictable rhythm of their everyday lives. Such seemingly uneventful temporal-
ity was sometimes disrupted by authorities, however, when people were sum-
moned to interview meetings or court hearings with migration authorities. The 
everyday woof of lived time for refugees was thus entangled with larger warps 
of institutionalized time.  

Another strong thread in refugees’ warp of time was a feeling of being 
stuck in the present, something that led to an experience of time itself decel-
erating. This sense of deceleration is one effect that waiting has on people, 
especially if waiting drags on for months or years, as was the case of most 
refugees I met in Avesta. Refugees were also thrown backwards in time when 
they were asked to recount their life stories in asylum interviews. Sometimes, 
people had their life stories scrutinized and interrogated by bureaucrats at the 
Migration Agency to such an extent that they started to question their memo-
ries of their own past, thus distorting their past and threatening to reshape it. 
The refugees I met in Avesta also incessantly worried about and hoped for the 
future, a future yet to be woven by themselves and by forces they had little 
influence over.  

The aim of this thesis is to untangle some of the threads and knots that 
compose the time warps of refugees in rural Sweden.  

The outline of the thesis 
To recap, this thesis examines the situation of refugees who are waiting for 
asylum and other bureaucratic processes to unfold.  

The reasons I have chosen to focus on refugees’ waiting for decisions on 
applications for asylum, and other legal processes, are two. First, analyzing 
waiting in precarious conditions evokes a discussion about the ethical impli-
cations of current immigration control and refugee reception in Sweden. 
Second, the waiting of refugees has broader societal implications as it gen-
erates a multitude of responses from the refugees themselves as well as from 
others. 

I approach waiting as both a product and producer of a combination of hu-
manitarian and securitarian responses and practices. In Chapter 2, the primary 
focus is on the asylum procedures, which represent a constitutive element of 
the precarious waiting of many refugees in Sweden. In Chapter 3, I will intro-
duce the reader to Avesta and ask why refugees ended up residing there. I also 
consider how the place of Avesta impacted refugees experience of waiting and 
how refugees’ waiting in turn impacted Avesta. Chapter 4 attends to initiatives 
from the civil society, examining what role these initiatives play for refugees 
in Avesta. In Chapter 5, I address the topics of family reunification, the intense 
longing that tougher reunification requirements create, and refugees’ 
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strategies for coping with such longing. Chapter 6 focuses on people who are 
rejected asylum in Sweden but who continue to stay in Avesta under a situa-
tion of “deportability” (De Genova 2002). Finally, in Chapter 7, I sum up the 
main findings and reflect more broadly on the implications of the practice of 
making refugees wait for prolonged periods of time.  
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Chapter 2. The Process 

 
Every person who enters Sweden without residence permit and wants to settle 
in the country must apply for asylum and have their legal claims for asylum 
investigated and decided upon by Swedish authorities.  

In Sweden, it is the Migration Agency, part of the Ministry of Justice 
(Justitiedepartementet), who is responsible for investigating asylum applica-
tions. If the applicant does not agree with the agency’s decision, he or she can 
apply for having the decision trialed by the Migration Court (Migrationsdom-
stolen). If the Migration Court’s judgment is unsatisfactory, the applicant can 
further appeal to the Migration High Court (Migrationsöverdomstolen) alt-
hough the Migration High Court only trials very few cases, mostly with prec-
edential value. 

Asylum procedures are highly complex and require many resources from 
the state.13 In 2015, when the number of asylum applications grew from 85,000 
the year before to 162,000, the resources available at the Migration Agency 
could not meet the increase, even though the agency increased the number of 
case officers by 25% between 2015 and 2016 (Migrationsverket 2018:23).  

As I mentioned in the introduction, the average time it took for the Migra-
tion Agency to process an asylum application grew from 4.5 months in 2014 
to 1 year and 5 months in 2018 (Migrationsverket 2018). This protracted wait-
ing put severe pressure on refugee receptions in Sweden, and in late 2015, 
prime minister Stefan Löfvén called the situation of asylum applicants in Swe-
den “unsustainable” (ohållbar). In the same speech, he also stated that Sweden 
needed a “breathing space from refugees” (Statsrådsberedningen 2015), as 
mentioned in Chapter 1.  

“It is unsustainable for the people who seek asylum,” Löfvén said, in an 
attempt to gain sympathy from asylum seekers. But the situation in late 2015 
was also considered “unsustainable for personnel [in state institutions, work-
ing with immigration] and also for the people [of Sweden] who are supposed 
to have faith in (ska känna förtroende för) societal functions (samhällsfunk-
tioner)” (quoted in Lindahl 2015). Löfvén was pointing at the previous 

 
13 In 2017, around 2,000 officers worked on asylum investigations. On average, every officer 
managed to process 39 cases per year. The financial cost for these officers was about the equal 
amount of 191 million USD (Migrationsverket 2018:23). 
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immigration and asylum rights policies, and the extensive immigration of ref-
ugees those allowed for, and portrayed them as a threat towards the “sustain-
ability” of the society. Löfvén’s speech hence combined both humanitarian 
concerns for the well-being of refugees with a form of securitarian reasoning, 
where the welfare institutions of Sweden ought to be protected from being 
overburdened by immigration of refugees. 

For the Migration Agency, combating the waiting times became a top pri-
ority (Migrationsverket 2017:32). One way they tried to cope with the in-
creased handling-times was by introducing a “fast-track” for cases that were 
considered “easy” to process. This included cases where applicants could 
prove that they came from countries that qualified for protection, such as Syria 
or Eritrea, but also countries considered “safe,” countries to which Sweden 
easily could deport people (Migrationsverket 2017:32). The fast-track for 
some, however, meant that others were sorted into a slow-track14 (see also 
Rosengren 2021:16-7). By 2017, the Migration Agency had finally processed 
most of the fast-track cases from 2015 and began focusing on asylum cases 
considered “investigation demanding” (utredninskrävande), including cases 
from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, and Somalia (Migrationsverket 2018:42).  

The comparatively long waiting of those in the slow-track category was 
partly a consequence of these cases being “demanding” from the outset, some-
thing which in turn made the Migration Agency down-prioritize them and 
thereby extending the waiting time further (Migrationsverket 2018:23). On 
top of that, these cases became even more resource-demanding and time-con-
suming after the 2015-16 changes in the Alien’s Act (Utlänningslagen, SFS 
2005:716). These changes required the Agency to be more restrictive in ap-
proving asylum applications, making it more difficult to adjudicate and com-
plete these cases. 

The increased waiting times in 2015 was partly an effect of an increase in 
refugees applying for asylum in the country, something which in turn can be 
related to a comparatively humanitarian immigration policy that approved 
asylum to relatively large proportions and numbers of refugees. But the secu-
ritarian turn of 2015-16 did initially not reduce the waiting times but actually 
played an active role in increasing these times. Increased waiting times for 
some groups in the asylum process was thus an outcome of a combination of 
humanitarianism and securitarianisn within immigration control and refugee 
reception.  

 
14 In 2017, the average waiting time for Afghans was 1 year and 7 months, and Iranians, Iraqis 
and Somalians had to wait about 1 year and 5 months. This can be compared with the waiting 
time of Syrians, which was 8 months and 2 weeks at the time, and Eritreans, who waited 6 
months (Migrationsverket 2017a). 
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The interview 
The asylum procedure, and the waiting it engenders, plays a constitutive role 
in the lives and experiences of the refugees arriving in Sweden. How were 
these procedures carried out? How did authorities distinguish between people 
who were regarded worthy of asylum and people who were not? And how did 
refugees experience these procedures?  

The very first thing anyone who wants to seek protection in Sweden must 
do is to register an application for asylum at one of the Migration Agency’s 
offices. There, the asylum applicant is asked for his or her name, birthdate, 
home country, and the reason why he or she ought to be granted asylum in 
Sweden. The asylum applicant is then taken either to a place where people 
live collectively or to an independent apartment, paid and managed by the 
Swedish Migration Agency, if s/he does not choose to find a place to stay on 
her/his own. After this, the asylum applicant awaits summoning to the asylum 
interview, which is the first step in the adjudication process.  

Four people are present during the interview: a case officer (handläggare) 
from the Migration Agency, an interpreter (hired from an external private 
company), the asylum applicant, and the applicant’s legal counselor.15  

During the interview, the asylum applicant is asked questions about why 
he or she fled the home country and is required to clarify the arguments for 
why he or she ought to receive the protection of the Swedish state. After this 
meeting, the case officer structures a report according to investigation proto-
cols, and this report form the basis of the forthcoming evaluation and decision. 
This decision is typically made by a “decision officer” (beslutsfattare), one 
position above the case officer in the internal hierarchy of the Migration 
Agency. 

Sayed and Ramineh, the Afghan couple we met at the very beginning of 
this thesis, had their first interview in May 2017, 1 year and 6 months after 
their arrival in Sweden. What follows is a condensed version of the central 
parts of their story—a story that, later on, I read in their decision letter16 and 
in the investigation protocol as typed during their interview.17  

 
15 Asylum seekers are offered the opportunity to choose a lawyer of their own if they can find 
someone who is willing to take on the case. If an applicant does not make use of this option, 
which happens most of the time, the applicant has a lawyer assigned by the Migration Agency. 
To ensure that all asylum seekers receive an equal chance to have their claims investigated 
adequately, the Migration Agency pays these assigned lawyers throughout the entire asylum 
process. 
16 In addition to the decision, this letter contains a summary of the asylum investigation as well 
as the reasoning that led to the decision. 
17 The couple I call Sayed and Ramineh gave me permission to request the investigation proto-
cols from the Migration Agency on the premise that I would help them understand what the 
papers said. The couple have consented to have their story recounted in this thesis, but details 
such as places, groups, and personal characteristics have been changed to minimize the risk of 
revealing their true identities. Both the decision letter and the protocol were written in Swedish. 
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While in Iran, a country that both Sayed and Ramineh had been living in 
since they were children, they joined a religious group that can be described 
as a form of modern ecumenical Islamism, aimed at gathering Muslims across 
all different Islamic branches in an effort to build peace in the Middle East. 
The couple begun attending meetings organized secretly in the homes of other 
members in Tehran, the capital of Iran, where they were then living. In April 
2015, the couple informed their parents about their conversion, perhaps in an 
attempt to convince them to join the movement. Their parents, however, were 
upset by the conversion. Sayed’s father did what one is expected to do in such 
a situation: he called up Mohammed-Hussein, the leader of Sayed’s kinship-
group clan. Mohammed-Hussein lived in Herat, a city in the western part of 
Afghanistan. Mohammed-Hussein was not happy about the conversion and 
called Sayed directly, demanding that the couple must renounce their beliefs 
immediately so as not to bring shame to the clan. Sayed told the case officer 
in Sweden that he became very scared upon hearing this, but he nevertheless 
informed Mohammed-Hussein that the couple had no intentions of abandon-
ing their new religion. 

Only a few days later, the couple’s son, Hashem, was born. To celebrate 
his birth, Ramineh organized a small party in their home. During the festivi-
ties, a group of men arrived and behaved aggressively towards the couple. 
They shouted, in front of the guests, that the couple deserved to die because 
of their heretical beliefs.  

After the men had departed, the couple was very upset and asked the other 
guests to leave.  

Several days later, Sayed was riding his scooter on his way home from a 
construction site where he was currently working when two men on a motor-
cycle appeared behind him. One of them pulled him off the scooter, and the 
two dragged him into an alley and beat him.  

Sayed survived the assault with a broken rib, bruises, and a swollen eye. 
He managed to get home on his scooter after his attackers left. That night, 
Sayed and Ramineh decided to leave the country. Within a week after the as-
sault on Sayed, the couple fled.  

This is the story that the couple told the case officer. 
When I asked Sayed and Ramineh how they remembered the asylum inter-

view, they explained that they had been “stressed” (they used the Swedish 
word “stress,” which designates a combination of temporal, mental, emo-
tional, and social pressure) and found it “very difficult to talk about the past.” 
The interview had dredged up memories and emotions that were difficult for 
the couple to describe in words. 

They also felt stressed, they told me, because they felt that they did not 
have enough time during the interview, which lasted for about two hours, to 
explain what they had been through before they left Iran.  

In her dissertation about asylum procedures in Sweden, ethnologist Eva 
Norström found that interviews are also stressful for the case officers 
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conducting them. Due to time restrictions imposed on them by the Migration 
Agency, the case officers that Norström interviewed confided that they felt 
stressed by interviews lasting longer than one hour and would consequently 
rush through the interview process. One effect of this, according to the people 
Norström interviewed, was that they became less precise in how they asked 
questions and notated the answers (Norström 2004:116). 

Clearly, time is an important factor in the asylum process, for everyone.  
In a study of African women applying for asylum in England, law scholars 

Helen Baillot, Sharon Cowan, and Vanessa Munro document how victims of 
rape often abstain from disclosing rape experiences to migration authorities, 
both because they feel ashamed and because they do not feel confident talking 
about such traumatic experiences in contexts where they feel insecure. Trust 
is important when relating trauma, and they argue that time is a very important 
factor to build up such trust (Baillot, Cowan, and Munro 2009).  

Such time was often lacking during Swedish asylum interviews, an expe-
rience several people I met in Avesta told me. Refugees were often nervous 
during the meetings and felt stressed about what they thought was a very un-
usual and charged situation. And talking about trauma and other emotional 
experiences in a comprehensible way, under social and temporal pressures, 
was a task many asylum applicants found very difficult.  

Lost in translation 
In addition to time pressure, another factor that made applicants frustrated was 
the interpreter.  

Jawad was a young Afghan man who had arrived Sweden unaccompanied 
in the fall of 2015 at the age of sixteen. By the time of his asylum interview in 
early 2017, he had been in Sweden for more than a year and a half and had 
learned the basics of the Swedish language in high school. During his inter-
view, he noticed that the interpreter was not very precise with her translations.  

In Jawad’s story, two characters—a teacher and a principal—both played 
important roles. The principal of Jawad’s school in Afghanistan had harassed 
Jawad several times, whereas the teacher had been supportive and helpful. 
When the interpreter translated from Jawad’s native tongue, Dari, to Swedish, 
however, he used the same Swedish word for both principal and teacher, 
namely lärare (“teacher”), which confused the story. The case officer asked 
Jawad how it could be that the teacher had harassed him one day only to help 
him the next. 

At this point, Jawad changed to Swedish and spoke directly to the case 
officer, explaining “that these were two different persons.” According to what 
Jawad told me, the case officer got the details right in the end. But this lin-
guistic error made Jawad both “frustrated and angry,” and additionally made 
it hard for him, he said, to stay focused during the remaining parts of the in-
terview.  
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This finding resonates with several studies showing that interpreters are 
not mere instruments who impartially translate from one language into an-
other, but often directly impact the asylum interviews in several ways (Sorgoni 
2015, Määttä, Puumala, and Ylikomi 2021:63, Keselman, Cederborg, and 
Linell 2010). In an analysis of recorded asylum interviews18 with unaccompa-
nied minors in Sweden, linguists Olga Keselman, Ann-Christin Cederborg, 
and Per Linell found that interpreters sometimes “assume the role of main 
speaker” during the interview situation (Keselman, Cederborg, and Linell 
2010:88). One way this is done is through “distortion,” that is, by not correctly 
translating words or utterances (Keselman et al 2010:93). From what Jawad 
told me, it seemed that his interpreter too was “distorting” some of the things 
he was trying to tell the case officer. In turn, Jawad felt that he could not really 
trust the interpreter that she was correctly translating his words.  

Unlike Keselman, Cederborg, and Linell, I have not studied translations of 
asylum interview recordings and am therefore not able to identify in exactly 
which ways interpreters influence the interview and the further adjudication. 
Complaints about interpreters was a recurring topic, though, in many of my 
interviews and conversations with refugees, and these kinds of interview 
translation problems contributed to the frustration that many asylum appli-
cants felt about their legal situation. 

Credibility 
Omar was a man in his mid-forties who left his wife and teenage daughter in 
Somalia in early 2014 and arrived in Sweden in October 2015. By the time I 
met him in early 2018, he had been summoned to five different meetings with 
three different case officers over a period of two years and three months. One 
reason for these recurring meetings was that the Migration Agency suspected 
that Omar’s passport was forged and had consulted an expert. In the end, the 
passport report concluded that it was difficult to say with certainty whether 
the passport was forged or not. A concrete effect of this extra investigation, 
however, was that Omar’s asylum process was extended by four months. 

In addition to questioning the authenticity of Omar’s passport, the Migra-
tion Agency also questioned the “credibility” (tillförlitlighet)19 of his asylum 
story.  

 
18 At the time Keselman et al conducted their research, prior to 2010, asylum interviews were 
frequently recorded. This was not the case in 2017 and 2018, when I gathered the data for this 
thesis. 
19 Migration authorities in Sweden use two different concepts in the evaluation of asylum sto-
ries, namely, tillförlitlighet and trovärdighet. According to law scholars Rebecca Thorburn 
Stern and Hanna Wikström, these concepts can be seen as synonymous with one another and 
best translate as “credibility,” although trovärdighet also can be translated as “trustworthiness” 
(Thorburn Stern and Wikström 2016:166). 
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The notion of credibility is central in assessments of asylum stories in Swe-
den (Schoultz 2014; Hedlund 2017; Elsrud, Gruber, and Lundberg 2021; 
Thorburn Stern and Wikström 2016), just as it is in other countries across the 
globe (see Haas 2012:365; Määttä, Puumala, and Ylikomi 2021; Maryns and 
Jacobs 2021; Bohmer and Shuman 2007; Sorgoni 2015; Kagan 2003, 2010).  

The underlying rationale of the credibility assessment is, of course, that the 
migration authorities cannot trust that asylum applicants speak the truth. Ap-
plicants might lie; they might exaggerate or tone down certain parts of the 
story. It is crucial to keep in mind that people do deploy such techniques in 
order to enhance their chances of receiving asylum. The more restrictive the 
rights to asylum become, the higher are the incentives for people to make use 
of such techniques. The threat of untruthfulness, in turn, enhances the incen-
tives of the Migration Agency to spend more resources revealing cases of 
fraudulence.  This situation illustrates a double productivity—in the Foucauld-
ian sense—of restrictive immigration measures, in that it generates and inten-
sifies creative border-crossing practices on the one hand and further adjudica-
tion practices on the other. 

According to law scholars Rebecca Thorburn Stern and Hanna Wikström, 
credibility assessment can be divided into three levels: (i) assessment of inter-
nal credibility, where the migration authorities focus on whether the story is 
rich in details, seems clear, and is coherent; (ii) assessment of external credi-
bility, where officers compare whether the information provided by the appli-
cant is aligned with known facts about the country of origin; and (iii) assess-
ment of holistic credibility, where the “manner, behavior, demeanor, and look” 
of the applicant gets assessed and where the general plausibility of the story 
as a whole gets evaluated (Thorburn Stern and Wikström 2016:178). 

How is this done in practice?  
What follows is Omar’s case as it was described in the investigation pro-

tocols and in the decision letter.20  
In Somalia, Omar had run a small business that organized parties. He was 

also a professional photographer. One day, three men arrived in his shop and 
asked him if he could help them acquire a photocopier. Omar did not know 
them by name, but he recognized them as being members of Galbir, a powerful 
clan in the area who had ties to Al-Shabab. Afraid of the consequences of 
refusing their request, he agreed to help, and a week after their first visit, the 
men fetched a photocopier from Omar. They were happy with his services and 
told him that he could count on their good will.  

In Omar’s decision letter, one can read that Omar explained to his case 
officer that the three men returned to Omar’s shop a couple of days later, 

 
20 As in Sayed’s and Ramineh’s case, Omar’s story has been anonymized to a very high degree 
to prevent his true identity from being revealed. I gained access to the documents by having 
Omar signing a fullmakt—a document which gave me the authority to act as a proxy for him in 
relation to the Migration Agency—and Omar consented to let me write about his case in this 
thesis. 
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asking to look at his documents concerning his customers. They also asked 
Omar to keep them informed when his customers were planning on organizing 
festivities.  

Omar told the investigator from the Migration Agency that he “feared that 
the men were planning a terror attack against some of his customers.” 

In Somalia, Omar told the men that he would do as they requested but that 
they had to come back later since he stored all his documents in his home. 
Instead of collecting the documents, however, Omar went directly to the po-
lice with his suspicions.  

At this point in the interview, the case officer wondered if Omar knew who 
these men were. 

“Yes, they were part of the Galbir,” he answered. 
“Do you know their names?”  
“No, I can’t remember,” he replied. 
“And what did you tell the police?” the case officer wondered. 
“I don’t remember, just that I thought that they were terrorists and that I 

was in danger.” 
Omar told the investigator that he “became very afraid” after reporting the 

event to the police, worrying that the three men would wait for him at his shop. 
He decided, therefore, to stay at a friend’s house. Omar explained that another 
friend called him up a couple of days later and informed him that some mem-
bers of al-Shabab had been killed by national forces right outside Omar’s 
shop. Seeing photographs of the men on the news that night, Omar recognized 
one of them as being among those who had requested the photocopier and 
customer information. Omar was convinced that the killing was a consequence 
of his reports to the police and that al-Shabab had actually been looking for 
him when the men were shot outside his shop. At this point, Omar thought his 
life was in danger. A few days later, he left his family and country and headed 
north, towards Europe.  

Omar’s application for asylum was rejected. In their decision, the Migra-
tion Agency stated, “You have explained that you cannot remember the names 
of the men who arrived to your shop.” Therefore, the Migration Agency 
thought that Omar’s “statements about the details of the information the men 
were asking for is very vague and told in a general manner.” Similarly, the 
decision officer was unable to understand the underlying rationale of why 
Omar went to the police station and reported the event, especially because he 
could not “report in detail” what he had told the police or explain why this 
report, furthermore, would cause the police to attack these men. These parts 
of Omar’s story were considered “not credible” and could therefore not be 
taken into account in the assessment of Omar’s case. It was the lack of details 
and a perceived vagueness in his presentation of the story that made the mi-
gration officers judge his story as “not credible” (icke tillförlitlig). 
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One day I sat down with Omar in a room at Avesta Solidarity Center on 
opposite sides of an old school desk. Omar had asked me if I could help him 
with his case. As a first step, I thought that it would be a good idea to go 
through the decision together. The decision letter was written in Swedish. 
Omar’s lawyer had briefed him about the reasons why his case was rejected, 
but no one had gone through the decision thoroughly with him before.  

When I read the part of the letter saying that the Migration Agency had 
found this part of the story “vague” and “held in a general manner,” Omar 
became very irritated. He started to bang his hand in the table and spoke in a 
very loud voice. He told me, in Swedish, that he had been “broken down” 
(förstörd) by having to wait for so long: “Sweden has erased three years of my 
life!” he said angrily.  

He then explained that it was the long wait, the anxiety he felt, and the 
sleeplessness he suffered from that had made it difficult for him to focus and 
make himself understood to the Migration Agency’s investigator. “My head 
does not function any longer, how am I supposed to remember?” For Omar, 
the many interviews, adjudications, and recurring questioning of his life story, 
combined with an utterly anxious waiting, had distorted his memories of the 
past and made him doubt his own mind. 

Epistemic asymmetries 
During the asylum process, the applicant’s “story” undergoes a transfor-
mation. Through a chain of interpretations starting with the verbalization of 
the asylum seeker’s memory, told in the asylum seeker’s mother tongue, trans-
lated into Swedish by an interpreter, and typed on a computer by the case of-
ficer, the story gets transformed into a “fixed text,” to use a word from the 
discourse analyst Jan Blommaert, that gets evaluated according to standard-
ized bureaucratic measures (Blommaert 2001:438).  

Needless to say, the end result of such a long chain of interpretations is not 
a carbon copy of the original story. In his study of the asylum procedures in 
Belgium, Blommaert observed that “[t]he story of the asylum seeker is re-
moulded, remodelled, and re-narrated time and time again, and so becomes a 
text trajectory with various phases and instances of transformation” (Blom-
maert 2001:438, emphasis in original). The asylum process, according to 
Blommaert, “obscur[es] a variety of forms of appropriation of discourse (…) 
that are far beyond the control of the asylum seeker” (Blommaert 2001:439, 
emphasis added). The investigation protocol that results from the asylum in-
vestigation, becoming the basis of the decision, is a result of a collective pro-
cess that involves several persons and several instances of interpretation. De-
spite this, as Blommaert points out, the single asylum seeker is “constructed 
as the responsible author for the whole intertextuality complex” (Blommaert 
2001:438). 
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For several refugees I worked with, the asylum investigations seemed very 
confusing, and people often complained to me that they felt as if the migration 
officers deliberately misunderstood them. Omar said, for example, that he felt 
as if the authorities treated him as a criminal when they looked for parts of the 
story that could be interpreted as signs of Omar lying about his past.  

Sayed, Ramineh, Omar, and Jawad, like many others, arrived in Sweden 
expecting to be granted residency, assuming that their past horrific experi-
ences, as recounted during the interviews, would be enough evidence for them 
to stay. They were not prepared that everything they said to officers at the 
Migration Agency would be scrutinized, that the truthfulness of their story 
would be interrogated to such a high degree.  

Legal counselor 
Clearly, as Blommaert notes, there is an epistemic power asymmetry at root 
of the asylum procedures, during which applicants often lack the capacity to 
understand the logic behind the Migration Agency’s reasoning (Blommaert 
2001:445-6). 

The asylum procedures are very difficult for anyone to understand, and 
perhaps especially so for people who do not speak Swedish and who do not 
know much about bureaucratic procedures. One actor who can help bridge this 
power asymmetry is the legal counselor.  

During my fieldwork, however, I learned how greatly the amount of assis-
tance offered by legal counselors differed. Some of the asylum applicants met 
with their lawyers before the interview. At such meetings, the lawyer could 
brief their clients about what would happen during the interview, just as the 
clients could brief the lawyer about the reasons why they had fled. These meet-
ing allowed both parties to be more prepared. Most of the refugees that I spoke 
to in Avesta, however, did not meet their counselor before the interview, a fact 
that resonates with recent findings by peace and conflict scholar Elisabeth 
Abiri (Abiri 2021:175). 

Omar blamed his rejected asylum on his lawyer, a woman named Sandra, 
for not correcting Migration Agency mistakes or clarifying parts of Omar’s 
story in which he felt he had been misunderstood. Furthermore, Omar told me 
Sandra was rude to him, rarely answering when he phoned her, for example. 
One result of this was that Omar felt mistreated and mistrusted, something 
which made him distrust Sandra in return. Therefore, Omar tried to change 
lawyer. He found one in Stockholm with Somalian background, and this new 
lawyer agreed to take on Omar’s case, submitting a change-of-lawyer appli-
cation to the Migration Court. There must be special reasons to have a change 
of lawyer approved, however. One circumstance that qualifies for such change 
is if the client can prove that his or her lawyer has not fulfilled the minimum 
level of expected duties. Another accepted reason is if the lawyer lives very 
far away from the client. Omar thought that Sandra had not performed her 
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duties to him as her client, but he could not find enough evidence to back up 
this claim. So his lawyer change application was rejected. 

After the failed change, Sandra became even ruder to Omar, something that 
I myself noticed when I helped Omar call Sandra about preparing their case. I 
had hoped I could help restore some of the lost trust between the two, but 
Sandra was not interested in any conversations with Omar or me. Saying that 
she had already made the necessary preparations and that she had no time to 
talk, she hung up. Omar became very upset. “Now, the door is shut. I have no 
more chances,” he said, laying his head on top of his hands on the table. 
Omar’s distrust of Sandra was so strong that he believed his chance of having 
the rejected decision trialed and changed was nonexistent. 

The asylum procedure is a collective process where legal counselors play 
a role in improving their clients’ chances of having their evidence and claims 
accepted by the Migration Agency or in court. Ideally, the counselor can make 
the asylum procedure more transparent and seem less arbitrary. Sometimes, 
however, the counselor becomes a source of frustration and aggravates feel-
ings of uncertainty and anxiety, as was the case of Omar. 

Persecution as legal ground for asylum 
After the story has been typed up and transformed into a fixed text, and after 
the decision officer has decided which parts of the story are considered “cred-
ible,” the Migration Agency determines whether the presented evidence qual-
ifies for protection in accordance with any of the legal grounds for asylum.  

Sayed and Ramineh argued that they ought to be granted refugee status in 
accordance with the Refugee Convention of 195121, defined in the Alien’s Act 
as a situation where there is a “well-founded fear of being persecuted for rea-
sons of race, nationality, religious or political opinion, or because of gender, 
sexual orientation or belonging to other particular social group” (SFS 
2005:716, Chapter 4, §1). With the help of their lawyer, the couple argued that 
they risked being persecuted in Afghanistan for their membership in a reli-
gious movement not accepted in the country.  

In the assessment of the risks of being subjected to persecution at an even-
tual deportation, something called “landinformation” (country reports), abbre-
viated as LIFO, plays an important role. LIFO is a database of reports largely 
written by the Swedish Migration Agency or by migration authorities of other 
countries, but it also includes reports written by researchers, journalists, and 
non-governmental organizations. Reports in the LIFO-database usually focus 
on certain groups, such as the situation of “political protesters and activists in 
Iraq” or “LGBT youths in Russia.” In the LIFO database, one can also find 
court decisions made by the Migration High Court, the Court of Justice of the 

 
21 First signed in Geneva by 26 states in an effort to protect the many refugees in Europe caused 
by the Second World War. 
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European Union, or the European Court of Human Rights. All of these reports 
and documents are intended to help the decision officers make substantiated 
decisions (Thorburn Stern and Wikström 2016:28-31). 

Sayed and Ramineh’s problem was that there were no LIFO-reports about 
any Afghan section of the religious movement that they were part of. Instead, 
the decision officer compared the couple’s religious movement with the situ-
ation of the Ismail minority, a branch within the Shia minority that makes up 
“a few percentage” of the entire population of Afghanistan, according to a 
LIFO-report (Migrationsverket 2017:5). The LIFO reported that the Ismailites 
had been subjected to persecution and discrimination in Afghanistan through-
out history, but that their situation had improved after the fall of the Taliban 
government in 2001 (Migrationsverket 2017:16-7). 

Nevertheless, the report maintained that the Ismail minority risked being 
subjected to terror attacks by the Afghan branch of ISIS, which held a strong 
position in the eastern parts of the country in 2017 and which also coordinated 
attacks in Kabul. The report concluded that “the information about the current 
situation of the Ismail minority in Kabul is insufficient (bristfällig)” (Migra-
tionsverket 2017:13).  

Despite the fact that the LIFO report stated that members of the Ismail mi-
nority were potential targets for terror attacks, and that the information about 
the risks for Ismail minorities in Kabul was insufficient, the report was never-
theless taken as enough evidence that the situation of religious minority move-
ments in Afghanistan had improved overall. The Migration Agency therefore 
concluded that this spoke against Sayed and Ramineh’s claim that they would 
risk religious persecution should they be deported to Afghanistan. Such was 
the reasoning behind the rejection of their request for asylum due to religious 
reasons according to the Refugee Convention. 

Subsidiary protection as legal ground for asylum 
The couple also applied for asylum on the ground called “a person otherwise 
in need of protection,” mostly referred to as “subsidiary protection” (alterna-
tivt skyddsbehov) and defined as a situation where an alien “is outside the 
country of the alien’s nationality, because he or she:”22  

1. feels a well-founded fear of suffering the death penalty or 
being subjected to corporal punishment, torture or other in-
human or degrading treatment or punishment,   

 
22 This ground corresponds to Directive 2011/95/EU of the European Parliament and of the 
Council. “On Standards for the Qualification of Third-Country Nationals or Stateless Persons 
as Beneficiaries of International Protection, for a Uniform Status for Refugees or for Persons 
Eligible for Subsidiary Protection, and for the Content of the Protection Granted” (2011). 
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2. needs protection because of external or internal armed con-
flict or, because of other severe conflicts in the country of 
origin, feels a well-founded fear of being subjected to seri-
ous abuses or   

3. is unable to return to the country of origin because of an 
environmental disaster. 

(SFS 2005:716, chapter 4, §2). 
 
In 2017, the approval rate for Syrians was 99% (Migrationsverket 2017a). A 
majority of these (5,830 of 6,835) were granted asylum on the “subsidiary 
protection” ground. One reason for the high approval rate of Syrians was that 
the Migration Agency had, in a guiding legal decision (rättsligt ställningsta-
gande)—which is a general evaluation of the current situation in a specific 
country, a document which weighs heavier than other LIFOs—made a state-
ment that the situation in Syria “is so serious that in principle all and sundry 
(alla och envar) at an eventual return would risk being subjected to treatment 
which qualify as need for protection” (Migrationsverket 2018d). According to 
the Migration Agency, the situation in Syria was characterized by “a violent, 
internationalized, civil war” with high number of civilian casualties 
(Migrationsverket 2018d). For Syrians, it was therefore basically enough to 
prove that they were Syrians (with the help of a passport or birth certificate, 
for example) to be granted subsidiary protection. 

The evaluation of the level of security in Sayed and Ramineh’s country of 
origin, Afghanistan, was different. The Migration Agency did not deny the 
fact that Afghanistan was a country marked by intense violence; the legal 
guidance document on Afghanistan stated that there were internal armed con-
flicts in all provinces except Bamyan and Pansjir (Migrationsverket 2019). 

But it also stated that the situation diverged greatly within the different 
regions, maintaining that three cities—Kabul, Herat, and Mazar-e-Sharif—
were safe enough to be considered alternatives for internal refuge 
(Migrationsverket 2019:17).  

It was in line with this judgement that the Migration Agency also decided 
to reject Sayed and Ramineh’s application for asylum on grounds of subsidi-
ary protection, concluding that they could safely be deported to Kabul.  

For Sayed and Ramineh, it was mind-boggling that the Migration Agency 
thought that a place like Kabul was considered “safe.” 

When talking with me about their rejected asylum application, Ramineh 
became very upset, explaining that 48 children had been recently killed in a 
suicide attack at a school in Kabul. “How is Kabul safe?” she wondered an-
grily. 

The Migration Agency admitted that Kabul was indeed a dangerous place. 
According to one LIFO report on security in Afghanistan, almost 1,000 civil-
ians were either injured or killed due to suicide attacks or other armed attacks 
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in Kabul during the first half of 2018 (Migrationsverket 2018c:36). This rep-
resented the highest number of civilian casualties in any region of Afghanistan 
during that period (Migrationsverket 2018c:36). Seen in relative numbers, 
however, Kabul (a city with 4 million inhabitants) was, according to the LIFO 
report, the ninth most dangerous city in Afghanistan, with a little more than 
0.2 causalities per 1,000 inhabitants. This rate was compared with the situation 
in Nangarhar, a comparably smaller province (1.3 million) in the eastern part 
of Afghanistan, which had the highest proportion of casualties in the country 
with 0.6 per 1,000 inhabitants in the first half of 2018 (Migrationsverket 
2019). The statistical comparison was the main reasoning underlying the Mi-
gration Agency’s Legal Unit’s (Rättsavdelningen) statement that “the risk for 
being subjected to the violence is relatively low” in Kabul (Migrationsverket 
2019:11, emphasis added). This data on causality rates formed the basis for 
the Migration Agency’s judgment that Sayed and Ramineh could safely be 
deported to Kabul. In the eyes of the Migration Agency, safety is a relative 
phenomenon, and risk assessment—the most central element in the humani-
tarian task of deciding who is worthy of asylum—is sometimes a statistical 
maneuver.  

Individual circumstances as legal ground for asylum 
If the applicant cannot prove that he or she fulfils the criteria for refugee status, 
and if the Migration Agency argues that internal refuge in the home country 
is possible, the asylum applicant must prove that there are individual circum-
stances that risk putting the applicant in situations that qualify for asylum.  

Sayed and Ramineh claimed that there were such circumstances. They 
feared that Mohammad-Hussein, the leader of Sayed’s kin group clan, would 
execute them if they returned to Afghanistan. On this point, the Migration 
Agency agreed that there was indeed such a risk if the couple was deported 
back to Herat, the city where Mohammad-Hussein lived. But since the Migra-
tion Agency proposed that the couple would be deported to Kabul (a city they 
had never lived in), the couple would be safe from Mohammad-Hussein and 
other clan-members. This, at least, is what the decision officer reasoned.  

The Migration Agency therefore found no evidence that the couple risked 
any form of harm requiring protection based on individual circumstances. It 
was after concluding this that the Migration Agency decided to reject their 
application for asylum. 

Lost chances 
In June 2016, two legal grounds on which refugees could receive asylum were 
abandoned as part of the broader measures to produce a breathing space in 
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Swedish refugee reception.23 One of these was called “other grounds for pro-
tection” (övriga skyddsbehövande), which granted asylum to a) people with a 
“well-founded fear of being subjected to serious assault” due to internal an-
tagonisms not classified as armed conflicts by Swedish authorities, and b) peo-
ple who fled natural catastrophes (Regeringen 2016:24). The number of peo-
ple receiving asylum on this ground were relatively few (in 2014, only 122 
people were granted asylum on this clause). Thus, abandoning it did not 
greatly reduce opportunities for receiving asylum (Migrationsverket 2015b). 

A more important change was the abandoning of a ground called “particu-
larly distressing circumstances” (synnerligen ömmande omständigheter), of-
ten referred to as “Humanitarian Status.” Humanitarian status was a clause 
that provided asylum to people with serious illnesses who could not be treated 
efficiently in the refugee’s home country. The clause also applied to refugees 
who had “adapted to the Swedish society,” a paragraph that was mostly used 
for underaged children and their families, particularly in cases of rejected asy-
lum with investigations that had dragged on for so long that the children had 
learned Swedish, made friends, and developed emotional bonds to Sweden 
(Kazemi 2018:18). Somewhat paradoxically, a long wait for a rejection on an 
asylum application offered a second chance for some to be granted residency 
in Sweden. But not after the 2015-16 changes. 

It was particularly the removal of the humanitarian status that reduced the 
chances of refugees from Afghanistan to receive residence permit in Sweden, 
dropping from an approval rate of 74.2% in 2014 to 37% in 2017 (a similar 
drop can be noted also among people coming from Somalia, Iraq, and Iran) 
(Eurostat 2022b). 

Ramineh suffered from severe asthma and was hospitalized for this three 
times during my fieldwork. It is not unlikely that this would have qualified her 
for asylum under humanitarian status grounds had she arrived in Sweden be-
fore November 24, 2015. Perhaps their long stay in Sweden, as well as Ha-
shem’s level of “adaptation” to Swedish society, would also have been taken 
into consideration.  

People like Sayed and Ramineh were those most impacted by the securi-
tarian turn in immigration policies. Although they arrived in Sweden in No-
vember 2015, at a time when the more humanitarian immigration law was still 
active, the new law, implemented in June 2016, applied to them retrospec-
tively. In other words, the humanitarianism which characterized Swedish im-
migration laws at the time they arrived in Sweden warped retroactively into a 
time of securitarianism. Sayed and Ramineh experienced this as a severe 

 
23 The legal changes were implemented into Swedish law in July 2016 but applied retrospec-
tively for every asylum applicant who had arrived after November 24, 2015. Initially, the re-
strictive measures were said to be temporary, that previous standards would return after three 
years. But the Swedish government prolonged the temporary restrictions in 2019 (Regeringen 
2019) and, in 2021, they decided to make the changes permanent (Regeringen 2021).  
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injustice, as did many others I met who also had their hopes of receiving resi-
dence permit in Sweden dashed.  

Court hearing 
In early August 2017, one week after receiving the bad news that their asylum 
application had been rejected, Sayed and Ramineh applied to take their case 
to trial at the Migration Court. The application to have their case re-investi-
gated was accepted, and the couple was summoned for a “court hearing” in 
Stockholm in March 2018.  

Two weeks before the court hearing, I joined Sayed and Ramineh at a meet-
ing with their lawyer, Mattias, a man in his mid-forties. During the meeting, 
Mattias explained to the couple (and me) what he thought would be the best 
strategy. Sayed had previously mentioned that one member of his clan, named 
Martzea and living in Kabul, was a high ranking officer in the Afghan army. 
Mattias now asked Sayed to find out as much information as he possibly could 
about Marteza. The aim was to convince the court that Sayed and Ramineh 
not only risked being subjected to persecution due to individual circumstances 
should they be deported to Bamyar, Sayed’s home region, but that they also 
risked persecution in Kabul since Marteza lived there.  

The following day, we found a picture of Marteza, dressed in uniform and 
wearing the badges indicating his high rank, published in the Afghan press. 
On Facebook, we found a picture of Marteza posing together with Sayed’s 
uncle five years earlier. We thought that if we could present these pictures 
alongside a picture of Sayed and his uncle, we could establish a connection 
between Sayed and the officer Marteza. I sent these pictures to Mattias, who 
was pleased with our work.  

Two weeks later I met Sayed and Ramineh inside the court building in 
central Stockholm. I asked how they were doing.  

“Tired,” they replied. Both had slept very badly the previous night; both 
were “nervous” (nervös) and “anxious” (orolig), they told me. Sayed and Ra-
mineh knew that this was most likely their last chance to prove that they 
needed Swedish protection. It was a day that they had been anticipating, and 
preparing themselves for, for seven months, ever since they had received the 
negative decision from the Migration Agency.  

 Mattias appeared half an hour before the meeting and asked the couple to 
join him into a soundproof cubicle, a designated space where lawyers can meet 
their clients undisturbed. Five minutes before the court hearing was scheduled 
to begin, Sayed and Ramineh emerged from the cubicle. I asked Ramineh how 
she was doing.  

“I am so hungry,” she told me. Neither she nor Sayed had eaten anything 
since breakfast at 6:00 a.m., eight hours earlier. I quickly searched for a vend-
ing machine but could not find any food for the couple before they were sum-
moned: over a loudspeaker hidden in the ceiling came the announcement that 
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“the parties involved in case number 91827, Sayed and Ramineh against the 
Migration Agency” were instructed to enter court room seven.  

I joined Sayed and Ramineh in the court room, but since the hearing was 
confidential (under sekretess), I am not allowed to report details of what was 
said. With Sayed and Ramineh’s consent however, I can recount the follow-
ing.24  

During the hearing, Mattias asked the couple to describe what happened to 
them the day they celebrated Hashem’s birth. 

“Who was it that threatened you at the party?” Mattias asked Sayed. 
“I don’t know their names, I had never met them before,” Sayed answered. 
“Okay, but you know they were your relatives, that they were part of the 

same clan?” Mattias asked.  
“Yes, that was what they said, but I don’t remember their names. The only 

thing I remember is that they told me that they would kill me if I didn’t reject 
my new beliefs,” Sayed continued.  

From the look on Mattias’s face, I understood that he was not happy with 
this answer. It seemed to me that formulations like these are probably what 
come across as too vague by the authorities, and therefore deemed insufficient 
as evidence. When the lawyer told Sayed to explain what happened the day 
when he was assaulted on his way home from the work, Sayed could no longer 
focus. 

“I don’t know. They just drove up behind me. They beat me,” he said, with 
his voice trembling. 

“Where did this happen?” Mattias then asked.  
“On my way home from my work,” Sayed answered without specifying 

the exact location. “They punched and punched and punched,” he continued 
without pausing, “and then they threatened to kill me.”  

Sayed was very upset and started to weep. The lawyer asked Sayed if he 
remembered the street where he was attacked, but when Sayed sobbingly an-
swered “no, I’m sorry,” Mattias asked the court for a short pause, a request 
approved by the chairman. 

After a five minutes break, the parties returned to the court room, and Mat-
tias continued his questioning, this time focusing on the pictures that we had 
sent a couple of days earlier. Revealing the connection between Marteza (the 
officer living in Kabul) and Sayed, Mattias asserted that Marteza represented 
a serious threat towards the couple’s personal security should they be deported 
to Kabul. After looking through the photographs, the Migration Agency rep-
resentative had the opportunity to question Sayed herself.  

“Have you ever, in your whole life, met this officer, Marteza?” the woman 
asked, expressionless. 

 
24 Again, personal details, places, and events have been anonymized in a way to protect the 
informants from having their true identity revealed 
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“No, never,” Sayed answered, looking at the migration officer, his eyes 
still wet with tears. “He lives in Afghanistan and we lived in Iran.”  

The woman nodded and after this single question she told the court that she 
had no further questions. 

At 5:00 p.m. the chairman summarized the session, thanked the partici-
pants, and asked the gathered to leave the room. 

After the hearing, Sayed and Ramineh seemed exhausted but also a bit re-
lieved that it was over. I asked what they were feeling and thinking about the 
court session. 

“I don’t know,” Sayed answered. “I think I was bad,” he told me with a sad 
tone.  

At this point, I could not but try to instill some hope in them, even though 
I too was very hesitant about their performance: “I think you were good,” I 
said. “Let’s hope for a positive decision.” 

“Inshallah,” Ramineh replied. 
During the four weeks it took for the Migration Court to deliver the deci-

sion of their re-investigation, Sayed and Ramineh could not stop thinking 
about the outcome of the hearing. They both feared the worst-case scenario, 
wondering what they would do if the decision was negative while at the same 
time imagining the relief they would feel if the decision was positive. Their 
level of uncertainty had risen dramatically. 

The court hearing itself also generated difficult feelings. Sayed was clearly 
emotional when he asked to talk about the threats that his family received and 
about the day he was assaulted. In many contexts, emotional reactions like 
those displayed by Sayed might be seen as signs of authenticity. But in bu-
reaucratic contexts of which asylum hearings form part, emotional expres-
sions play a minor role, and can even be seen negatively, in relation to the 
information and details that the applicant is called upon to tell the authorities. 
What matters most are the words that get typed up in the protocols, not the 
affect in which they are delivered. This was also evident in the court’s decision 
that was delivered to the couple four weeks after the hearing. The court dis-
qualified the claim that Marteza represented a threat towards the couple, stat-
ing that they had not convincingly described in which ways Marteza was af-
filiated with them. That Sayed and Ramineh had found various photographs 
of men posing together was not considered sufficient evidence in this case. 
Based on Sayed’s evidence during the hearing, moreover, the court found it 
unlikely that this man, Marteza, would recognize the two if he ever came 
across them in Kabul.  

Mistrust 
Why are people who flee from countries torn apart by decades of civil war—
like Afghanistan, Somalia, and Iraq—denied protection in Sweden? And why 
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does the Swedish state expend so much effort and so many resources investi-
gating their asylum applications? 

In Sweden, asylum investigation procedures began developing in the 
1970s, a time when the number of applicants were few (around 2,000 per 
year). Up until the mid-1980s, nearly all asylum applications in Sweden were 
approved (SCB 2005:27)25—and Sweden is in no sense unique on this point. 
Anthropologist and sociologist Didier Fassin writes, for example, that around 
90% of all asylum applicants in France obtained refugee status in the mid-
1970s. Forty years later, in 2018, the approval rate in France was down to 
around 29% (Eurostat 2022b), whereas the Swedish Migration Agency ap-
proved 39% of all asylum applications (Migrationsverket 2018b). 

The movement towards more sophisticated, resource-demanding, and in-
creasingly restrictive asylum procedures can be seen in light of broader, 
global, processes. In the postwar era, most migrants were welcomed to coun-
tries like Sweden and France—countries whose industries and economies 
were expanding rapidly—regardless of whether they had fled persecution, 
war, or just wanted to seek better lives for themselves, because they repre-
sented a highly valued labor force. A turning point in the postwar history of 
European immigration politics were the financial crises of the 1970s, which 
damaged the European labor markets severely and led to a situation where 
many countries in Europe were no longer in need of foreign labor power. 

Obviously, the ever-increasing numbers of displaced people across the 
globe, along with an increased desire from people in the global south to mi-
grate north, also play a role, with countries like France and Sweden becoming 
a much-desired end destination for many. 

Sweden, like France and most other European countries, are signatories of 
the 1951 Geneva Convention (and the additional 1967 New York protocol), 
which means that they are obliged to offer protection to any person who fulfils 
the criterion stipulated in these humanitarian documents. Therefore, states like 
France and Sweden cannot close their borders entirely to people who seeks 
asylum without violating the humanitarian ideals that they once were part of 
formulating, and advocating for, and which they are still legally bound to fol-
low. This has produced a need for procedures that can distinguish those who 
qualify for asylum from those who do not. Instead of granting residence permit 
to anyone who wants to contribute to society by working, countries like France 
and Sweden have started to privilege those who are in the most vulnerable 
positions and in most need of protection (Fassin 2016). Such hierarchies are 
determined in accordance with data gathered in the LIFO-database.  

In the fall of 2015, politicians, journalists, commentators and other pundits 
spoke about the emergence of a “moral crisis” in European refugee reception. 
Fassin, however, maintains that the crisis was in no sense new. What happened 

 
25 Until 1984, the number of asylum applications were so few so authorities found no reason to 
keep statistical data about things like approval rates (SCB 2005:27). 



 

 57 

in 2015 was, instead, that the refugee situation “revealed a latent moral crisis 
that has been brewing for several decades, beginning with the decay of the 
1951 Refugee Convention’s ideals” (Fassin 2016). 

The 1951 ideals have not entirely decayed, however. Although the ap-
proval rates of asylum applications today is lower than what they once were, 
there is still a will of wanting to maintain something of these humanitarian 
ideals. Importantly, such ideals are evident not only in rhetoric but also in 
practice. Why else did Sweden continue to approve thousands of asylum ap-
plications per year, even after the restrictive turn of 2015-16?26 

Rather than signifying the antithesis of humanitarian ideals, the asylum 
procedures can be seen as a manifestation of ongoing and unsolved negotia-
tions between humanitarianism—of wanting to protect and aid people in vul-
nerable situations—and securitarianism—of seeking to maintain the “sustain-
ability” of the society and people’s “faith in societal functions,” to once again 
paraphrase prime minister Löfvén, by closing the door to refugees (quoted in 
Lindahl 2015).  

As we have seen, these asylum procedures in turn throw refugees into pe-
riods of uncertain, frustrating, and anxious waiting. 

These procedures feed a “culture of disbelief” (Jubany 2011)—a mutual 
mistrust which infects the asylum system in several ways.  

This mistrust should be taken seriously, because, as several philosophers 
have made clear (Bufacchi 2006; Coady 2014), trust is a precondition for 
achieving a sense of “truth” in contexts where a person or a social group claim 
to have experienced violence. Or, in the words of philosopher Vittorio Bu-
fachi, “The act of giving and listening to a testimony, and taking it as evidence 
for knowledge, is based on the condition of a mutual recognition of trust, and 
respect, of the actors involved” (Bufacchi 2006:283). A precondition for 
building trust, though, is time. As demonstrated in this chapter, such time was 
lacking in the Swedish asylum process.  

This chapter has focused on how the experience and time of refugees in 
Sweden become warped by bureaucratic procedures. In the next chapter, I will 
turn my attention to how the situatedness of refugees’ waiting, and the social 
and material surroundings of Avesta, contribute to their experience of waiting.  
  

 
26 In 2018, 11,217 asylum applications were approved; in 2019, 6,540; and in 2020, 4,922. 
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Map of the municipality of Avesta. Illustration by author, based on original 
maps by Svenska Lantmäteriet (Lantmäteriet n.d.). 
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Chapter 3. Where waiting takes place 

The city of Avesta was founded 1636 after a decision from the Swedish king 
to build a copper-coin factory somewhere between Falun, where copper was 
mined, and Stockholm, the capital, where the minted coins were destined. The 
location was also chosen because a creek, an offshoot from the nearby river 
Dalälven, was well suited for running the waterwheels needed to heat the 
hearths and run the smith-hammers in the coinery (Kåks 2002:20-45).   

Metal production had existed in the region since the medieval period, when 
farmers collectively mined ore in the metal-rich grounds and processed it into 
wrought iron that was either sold or processed into tools by local smiths (Isac-
son 2019:276).  

In the 17th century, Isaac Cronström, an influential tradesman who di-
rected the copper factory in Avesta on behalf of the Swedish crown, expanded 
his business by buying up many of the smaller ironworks and smiths that ex-
isted in the area. One of the ironworks he invested his resources in was located 
in Horndal, a village situated 25 kilometers northeast of Avesta. Over the 
course of three centuries, the metal processed in Horndal and Avesta continu-
ously increased and came to play an important role in the growth of the Swe-
dish economy (Kåks 2002:79). 

The industrialization of Avesta fuelled a process of urbanization, with poor 
peasants living in the surrounding areas recruited for labor. As in in other parts 
of the country (Molina 1997:71; Frykman & Löfgren 1979:121), workers 
lived in barracks under miserable conditions (Kåks 2002:51-6; Nilsson et al. 
1986).  

Some steps to improve housing conditions were taken in the early 1900s, 
but it was not until after the Second World War that the workers’ housing 
situation throughout the country improved. This was largely due to the fact 
that the Social Democrats, who led the government from 1932 to 1976, placed 
housing at the top of their agenda (Molina 1997:73). 

To pave way for new apartment complexes, whole blocks of old houses 
were destroyed, and land was bought up from farmers and other landowners—
sometimes “expropriated” against the landowners will27—by municipalities 
who were made into agents with chief responsibility for the housing programs. 
Many residential areas that today exist througout the municipality of Avesta 

 
27 According to Swedish law, municipalities can still expropriate land properties in order to 
build residential areas (Expropriationslagen, SFS, 1972:719, chapter 2, §1).  
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were built during this time, mostly between the 1950s and 1970s (Kåks 
2002:133). 

This was an era when most people could find both employment and decent, 
cheap housing. It was also a time when between 20,000 and 70,000 people—
a majority of them from Finland, Sweden’s neighbour to the east—immigrated 
to Sweden every year in order to work in the industries (Lundh and Ohlsson 
1999:27).  

In the 1970s, though, things began to change as two oil crises in the Middle 
East threw the entire oil market into stagnation. 28 As a result, many countries 
in the West suffered from financial recession, something that hit the Swedish 
industries. The ironworks in Horndal ran some of its biggest machines on oil 
and was affected severely, eventually closing down in October 1977 after sev-
eral years of major cuts in production (Isacson 2019:291-3). 

On top of the oil crises in the 1970s, Sweden experienced a series of finan-
cial crises in the early 1990s, caused by deregulation and over-speculation on 
the real estate market (Malminen 2005:67). The crises in the 1970s and early 
1990s left deep marks in the Swedish economy, and affected the municipality 
of Avesta badly, leading to a drop in population from 30,000 inhabitants in 
the late 1960s to 24,800 in 1990. This number continued to drop to 21,600 in 
2010 (SCB 1967; SCB 2021). 

One consequence of depopulation was that many of the apartments built 
during the postwar era stood empty by the 1990s, and had become an eco-
nomic burden to their owner: the municipality of Avesta. 

It was in this context that refugees entered the scene in Avesta.  
In 2001, the number of asylum applicants in Sweden rose significantly from 

around 10,000 per year to 23,515. As a result, the Migration Agency searched 
the country for new apartments to accommodate refugees. The demand for 
housing caught the interest of the municipality of Avesta, which saw an op-
portunity to ensure that some of their empty apartments could be used by ref-
ugees—an opportunity that also would bring in money. In 2001, the munici-
pality of Avesta therefore signed a contract with the Migration Agency for 50 
rental apartments located in Horndal. In October 2001, about 90 refugees, 
most of them from Iraq, moved to Horndal (Gustafson 2001; Dala-Demo-
kraten 2001). Since then, many hundreds of refugees have come and gone in 
Horndal, waiting for asylum. 

The municipality of Avesta also dealt with the economically strained situ-
ation by selling publicly owned tenement buildings to private actors.29 The 

 
28 The first oil crisis occurred in 1973 when members of the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) decided to stop the exportation of oil to countries who supported 
Israel against Egypt and Syria in the Arab-Israeli War. The second oil crisis occurred in 1979 
and was initiated by the Iranian revolution.  
29 The municipality sold more than 1,500 rental-apartments between 1997 and 2007. These 
were spread out in different parts of the municipality (Matsson 2012). Selling publicly owned 
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apartments in Horndal where the Migration Agency accommodated refugees 
were among those sold, and the new private owner took over the contract with 
the Migration Agency. Later on, the Migration Agency and the new owner of 
the Horndal apartments expanded the deal to include apartments in the villages 
of By-Kyrkby, Hede, and Fors (see map on page 58).  

In 2012, when the civil war in Syria broke out, the number of asylum ap-
plicants in Sweden once again rose rapidly, from 31,800 in 2011 to 43,900 in 
2012 (Migrationsverket 2022). Although the increase was less significant than 
that in 2015, the Migration Agency nevertheless faced grave difficulties in 
finding available apartments. This time, the accommodation shortage was 
solved by contracting private entrepreneurs who set up temporary asylum cen-
ters where refugees were served food, slept in dormitories, and shared bath-
rooms and other public and private spaces with refugees they had no previous 
relation to (Ackum and Norman 2016:8).  

Two such privately run asylum centers were set up in Avesta in 2012, one 
situated in a camping site just outside the city of Avesta, the other in an old 
sanatorium built in the 1920s for patients with tuberculosis. When I began my 
fieldwork in the autumn of 2017, both of these asylum centers had just closed, 
a consequence of decreased immigration to the country.  

In 2017, 554 asylum applicants resided in the municipality of Avesta. 
Some of them (100 individuals) had managed to find their own living arrange-
ments30, but the majority (427 individuals) lived in apartments arranged by the 
Migration Agency. They had been bussed to Avesta, dropped off outside the 
apartments, and expected to look after themselves while waiting for asylum.  

What was life in Avesta like for these waiting refugees? How did the land-
scape of Avesta impact their experience of waiting? And in what ways did 
refugees’ wait impact Avesta in turn?  

Feeling stuck 
I am literally sliding down the small ice-covered sideroad which leads to the 
only building for rental apartments in By-Kyrkby, or just “By,” a name that 
literally translates as “village.” As I park the car in front of the apartment 
building, Abdel—aged seven, wearing a t-shirt, Adidas pants, and green slip-
pers—runs out to meet me. “This way, this way” (kom här, kom här), he 
shouts and eagerly shows me into the two-room studio on the second floor, 
where he and his family stay. I shut the door immediately after me to avoid 
letting the cold in, while Abdel quickly brushes off snow from his feet.  

 
properties is part of a large trend of neo-liberalization cheered by most political parties in Swe-
den (Listerborn, Molina, and Richard 2020).  
30 In Sweden, asylum seekers are allowed to find their own accommodation. This option is 
mostly used by refugees who have relatives or friends with whom they can stay, people already 
living in Sweden and able to support them financially and practically. 
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By is the home to 111 permanent residents. In addition to these, there are 
eight refugee families in By, waiting to have their application processed. 
These people all live in the same red brick, two story building as Abdel and 
his family. They live in separate apartments equipped with kitchenware, bath-
rooms, tables, chairs, sofas, and beds. 

By is spread out on a ridge surrounded by meadows and fields to the west 
and a small river to the east. A white church from the 18th century was built 
on top of the ridge, making its existence noticeable despite its small size. The 
surrounding landscape is a popular recreational area, and residents from other 
parts of Sweden come there for fishing, canoeing, and hiking. There are no 
restaurants, cafés, or other commercial institutes in By where people can so-
cialize. Neither are there any supermarkets, although one can buy basic goods 
like toilet paper, milk, bread, and butter at a gas station, owned by a Chinese 
couple, located five kilometers south of By. Service-wise, there is a daycare 
center for children aged one to six, and a school for children aged six to twelve.  

The smell of spices meets my nostrils as I enter the apartment, and Abdel’s 
parents, Malik and Shadia, greet me. 

“Welcome, brother,” says Malik in English, shaking my hand and showing 
me into the living room. “Feel at home” (känn dig hemma), says Shadia in 
Swedish, a language she has started to learn at Avesta Solidarity Center 
(ASC). 

Malik tells me to take seat on their brown fake leather sofa in the right-
hand side of the room. The wallpaper is in terrible condition. Large pieces 
have come off, and at several places it is covered in children’s drawings.  

I had met Malik a couple of times at ASC before I was invited to his home. 
The previous time I saw him, he said that they had bedbugs in their home, 
leaving itchy welts on their skins. Malik had informed the Migration Agency 
about the problem, who in turn hired a local entrepreneur who helped them 
eradicate the bedbugs. Apart from tattered wallpaper and bedbugs, however, 
the apartment was in decent condition, even though the kitchen appliances and 
bathroom fixtures seemed to be from the 1980s.  

While Shadia disappears into the kitchen, Malik takes seat next to me, 
spreads out his arms on the back of the sofa, and asks half-teasingly: 

“So Rikard. What do you want to know about me?” 
The last time I met him, I asked if I could interview him. His answer was 

affirmative, and it was this he referred to when now wondering what I wanted 
to know about him. 

“Everything!” I answer, matching his humorous tone. “Tell me why you 
are here, tell me about your life,” I then say more seriously.  

Malik and Shadia lived relatively comfortable middle-class lives in Tripoli, 
the capital of Libya, Malik begins telling me as I turn on the recorder and place 
it on a table in front of us. The two met at university while studying to become 
civil engineers. They fell in love, married, and bought a house together. Both 
embarked on careers and had well-paid jobs, says Malik. They employed a 
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maid to help them with childcare and housework, and Malik and Shadia 
owned one car each. Malik and his son, Abdel, practiced judo several days a 
week, and six-year-old Noor, Abdel’s little sister, rode horses with Shadia.  

The family’s troubles began in 2011. Malik was part of the protests against 
the former dictator Muammar Gaddafi in spring 2011. The protests had given 
them hope, and they celebrated intensely the day Gaddafi was killed by pro-
testers that October. 

“But the victory was short,” Malik says sadly, looking out through the win-
dow where snow pours down from the sky. In 2014, civil war broke out in 
Libya, and the family decided to leave the country. For about a year, the family 
stayed with Malik’s brother, Mursi, in Cairo, Egypt, hoping to be able return 
to Tripoli as soon as things calmed down. But things did not calm down in 
Libya. In late 2015, their house in Tripoli was bombed to the ground in an 
attack launched by one of several militias fighting for control over Tripoli. It 
was after this catastrophe that the couple decided to leave northern Africa. Of 
all their belongings—a house, two cars, jewelry, computers, money—the fam-
ily had only managed to bring a smartphone, clothes, other necessities, and 
some pocket money. All their financial savings in a Libyan bank were frozen, 
and their chance of ever recovering their money seemed poor. 

The family arrived in Malmö in southern Sweden in January 2016, went 
straight to the Migration Agency’s office, and filed in an application for asy-
lum. After two weeks in a temporary camp outside of Malmö, the Migration 
Agency put them on a bus that dropped them off in By, where staff from the 
regional Migration Agency office awaited them. The family was given a quick 
tour of the apartment before being handed the keys, Malik tells me.  

The family received a bank card to which the Migration Agency transferred 
a monthly subsidy equal to 630 USD31 so that they could buy food and other 
necessities (heating, electricity, and water was paid for by the Migration 
Agency). The money did not allow for much else. Like many others I met in 
Avesta, the family coped with their difficult economic situation by buying 
groceries in bulk when discounted. They also bought most of their clothes at 
second-hand stores in Avesta and shared WiFi-connection with their neigh-
bors, with whom they split the cost. 

It was now early 2018, and the family had been waiting almost two years 
to hear from the Migration Agency. 

When I ask the couple about their experiences of By, they tell me that they 
think the place is “calm, silent, and beautiful,” but lament that it is “difficult 
to get anywhere.”  

 
31 Every adult asylum applicant living in self-catered apartments with a partner receives a daily 
subsidy of 61 SEK (about 6 USD) per day. For every child between the age of 4 and 10 (like 
Noor and Abdel), parents receive 43 SEK (about 4 USD) per day. Single adults living alone 
receive 71 SEK (about 7 USD) per day.  
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This does not mean that they are completely stuck in By, however. On Fri-
days, Malik, Shadia, and their two children goes into Avesta to visit “the 
Mosque”—a place which is run by an Islamic culture association, led by an 
Imam, but does not have the official status of being a Mosque—to celebrate 
Friday prayers. The couple used to combine this trip with grocery-shopping. 
To get to Avesta takes about 50 minutes by bus (free of charge for every trav-
eler in an effort to motivate locals to use public transport), which departs eight 
times a day from By. The return trip home takes another hour.  

During the week, the pair sometimes take turns so that while one of them 
takes the children to school, the other goes to ASC in Krylbo. The journey to 
Krylbo involves sitting on the bus for three hours in total—a quite long jour-
ney just to attend a Swedish class that lasts for one and a half hour.  

“But it is okay,” Malik says, resignedly. “At least we get to meet people 
and practice Swedish.” 

When I ask him if he would have preferred living somewhere else in Swe-
den, he answers directly, “yes, of course,” and laughs, as if the question seems 
silly. “I would prefer living in a town; Avesta would be just fine, or anywhere 
where there are stores,” he says, “and people, activities—something to do!”  

Malik and Shadia’s situation in By is characterized by waiting, and the 
slow pace of their everyday lives marks a stark contrast to the busy lives they 
lived in Libya, where they were surrounded by everything they needed. For 
Malik, it is difficult not having a job to go to, difficult lacking the social ac-
tivities that had previously been part of his everyday life in Libya.  

The frustration of being stuck in a situation of relative inactivity is perhaps 
one reason why I often noticed Malik sitting with his smartphone, searching 
and applying for jobs in Sweden. Asylum seekers are, as a general rule, not 
allowed to work in Sweden, but authorities make exceptions for people who 
can prove their identity with legal documentation (Calleman and Herzfeld 
Olsson 2015:32). Both Malik and Shadia had Libyan passports and could 
therefore receive an “exception from the work-permit law” (undantag från 
lagen om arbetstillstånd). 

Malik tells me that he had been summoned to a job interview for a position 
as a civil engineer at a telecommunications corporation in Stockholm, and that 
he had even been offered the job. Malik had not informed the employer that 
he was an asylum seeker, though, because he feared that they would reject him 
as a viable candidate had they known from the start that he lacked residence 
permit. When Malik finally told the company’s representative that he was a 
refugee waiting to have his asylum application investigated, the representative 
hesitated, withdrew the contract, and told Malik that the company had to think 
through it before offering him a job. 

“The day after, they phoned me and said that they couldn’t employ me,” 
Malik said, disheartened. “The risk was too big for them.”  

Malik tells me this with desperation in his voice, frustrated that his lack of 
residence permit brought him into a socially and legally subordinate position.  
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“We used to live busy lives,” he says after a few seconds of silence, “but 
here, we can do nothing.”  

Malik and Shadia found it difficult to adjust to their new situation, where 
their economy did not allow them to travel, practice judo, go horseback riding; 
where their legal situation did not allow them to enroll in education and made 
it very difficult to get employed; where their geographic location meant that 
options to participate in organized activities were limited.  

Their daily life in By was affected by social, material, legal, and geo-
graphic factors. But their lives in By were also impacted by mourning for their 
past, rich lives in which they had friends, work, and activities, while at the 
same time mourning the loss of their past expectations of the future. They 
were devastated, for example, that the protests against Gaddafi of 2011 did 
not lead to the better life they had so fervently hoped for.  

For them, By was a place they had to endure while waiting for the adjudi-
cation of their asylum claims, and they had no intention to remain there be-
yond the asylum process.  

Avoidance 
The village where the majority of the asylum applicants in the municipality of 
Avesta were placed was Horndal.32  

Horndal resembles an old small town from the American midwest where 
the commercial buildings along the central street are built of wood and deco-
rated with small towers and spires. The asylum seekers lived in two different 
blocks of apartments situated on each side of the main street that traverses the 
town. These apartment buildings are made of brick and concrete, three stories 
high, and surrounded by tall fir trees.  

Service-wise, Horndal contains one supermarket, two pizzerias, a gas sta-
tion, a car workshop, a drugstore, a school, a communal swimming hall, and 
a public library. Horndal is also where the Meeting Ground—the initiative that 
welcomed young children and their mothers to play, socialize, and practice 
the Swedish language for two hours, two times a week—was situated.  
 
One family that the Migration Agency placed in Horndal was Fatma and Idris, 
a Turkish couple, and their three-year-old son Derya. They arrived in Sweden 
in early 2017 and, when I met them in January 2018, had been waiting for a 
little more than a year to hear from the Migration Agency. 

Fatma and Idris had nothing particularly bad to say about Horndal. Among 
other things, they enjoyed that they had become good friends with another 

 
32 The Migration Agency did not provide any data on where in Avesta asylum applicants were 
staying, but based on my own observations, I estimate that about 330 asylum applicants were 
placed in Horndal, 50 in Fors, 30 in By, and 20 in Krylbo.  
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Turkish family also living in Horndal. The two families would often have din-
ner together, go on excursions in nearby areas, and attend ASC in Krylbo to-
gether.  

During a recorded interview with Fatma and Idris, there was one issue in 
particular that they wanted to vent about, something they also wanted me to 
write about in my research. Their problem was that they found it utterly diffi-
cult to interact with, let alone make friends with, Swedish people in Horndal. 

For them, it was important to try to understand the place and the people 
where they stayed, Fatma told me in English. Socializing with the locals was 
a natural part of this process.  

Sitting at opposite sides of a birch table in their kitchen in a two-room 
apartment located on the second floor, Fatma and Idris told me about an ex-
perience they had had a couple of weeks earlier. In an effort to make Swedish 
friends, Fatma decided to cook Turkish food and share it with Bengt, an el-
derly man who lived one floor above them (not everyone living in the apart-
ment building was a refugee).  

Idris, who had greeted Bengt before but never really had a conversation 
with him, carried the food to Bengt’s apartment and knocked on the door. Idris 
explained to me, in English, what happened when Bengt opened the door: 

“First he looked at me, then at the food. He smiled at me and said ‘ooh. 
Then he said ‘thank you’ (tack tack) and grabbed the food. After that, he 
closed the door. Just like that. In front of me,” Idris told me indignantly. 
“‘Tack tack’ was the only thing he said.” 

Idris, who had hoped to be invited in, or, even better, to be able to invite 
Bengt to their apartment, was both sad and angry about this. 

Hearing this, I explained to Idris and Fatma that I was not surprised, since 
I had heard similar stories several times before. I referred to a work of the 
ethnologist Åke Daun, Swedish Mentality, in which Daun describes Swedes 
as very shy and reserved, seldomly inviting guests spontaneously. A home 
visit is, for many Swedes, something that must be planned on beforehand, ac-
cording to Daun’s research (Daun 1998:71; also Norman 2004:211; Graham 
2018:116). I knew this reference would not change what Fatma and Idris had 
felt, but perhaps they would not take the perceived lack of hospitality as per-
sonally next time it would happen. 

But Fatma and Idris had their own explanation of why Bengt avoided them: 
they thought that people in Horndal had grown tired of refugees.  

When Fatma, Idris, and their son first arrived in Sweden, they were placed 
in Odensby, a village with 300 residents, situated in the northern part of Swe-
den. Fatma and Idris, who stayed in Odensby for eight months, felt welcomed 
there and made friends with several of the (Swedish-born) villagers soon after 
their arrival. They were invited to the homes of others and invited their new-
found friends to their own small apartment in return. That they could easily 
make friends with Swedes in Odensby and not in Horndal was, in their view, 
explained by the fact that there were many fewer refugees living in Odensby, 



 

 67 

only a handful of families. In Horndal, on the other hand, there are “too many 
refugees,” said Fatma. “When [Swedish] people here [in Horndal] see so many 
people [refugees] just sitting, waiting, receiving money without working, they 
grow skeptical of us,” Fatma said. Such general skepticism towards refugees 
was, in Fatma and Idris’ view, the main reason why people in Horndal, like 
Bengt, did not want to become friends with them.  

For Idris and Fatma, Bengt’s way of shutting the door on the couple served 
as an illustrative example of the larger struggle of becoming friends with 
Swedes in Horndal. That it was easier for them to make friends with Swedes 
in Odensby than in Horndal was a sign for them that people in Horndal were 
not interested in them, something that in turn contributed to an experience of 
not feeling welcome.   

Harassment 
Several of those I met in Avesta reported that Swedes had not only avoided 
them but also subjected them to harassment and racism.  

Hamza was a fifteen-year-old Afghan youth when he arrived in Sweden 
with his sister and mother in December 2015.  

When Hamza arrived in Horndal, he enrolled in the local school. He told 
me that there was “a great deal (jättemycket) of racism in there.” When I won-
dered if it was other pupils or the teachers being racist, Hamza unhesitatingly 
answered “both.” Hamza described one incident where he had been playing 
table tennis with some of his classmates during a lunch break, when with no 
warning, a teacher came up to Hamza, grabbed the racket, and pulled it out of 
his hands. 

“‘You are not allowed to play,’ the teacher told me angrily. When I asked 
why I wasn’t allowed to play, his only answer was ‘just because -’ (därför),” 
Hamza told me, an answer that implies there was no real reason for this treat-
ment other than the teacher’s ill will towards Hamza. Hamza also told me that 
some of the Swedish pupils used to push him, sometimes punch him, and shout 
things like “go home to your country,” throwing discriminatory words like 
“svartskalle” (an offensive, aggressive word that literally translates as “black-
head”) at him.  

Experiences of everyday racism was certainly not limited to Horndal. 
Farzhad, another young Afghan with whom we will get better acquainted with 
in Chapter 6, told me how one Swedish man had acting very aggressively to-
wards him at a football game between the local team, Avesta AIK, and a Kurd-
ish football team called Dalkurd, based in Borlänge, 63 kilometers north of 
Avesta. Farzhad was a supporter of Avesta AIK, but he had, by mistake, been 
standing in the cheering section of the Dalkurd supporters. When Avesta got 
close to scoring a point against Dalkurd (a much higher-ranked team than 
Avesta), Farzhad applauded and shouted in excitement. Suddenly, a man 
turned to him, threw a glass-bottle at him, and shouted “fucking immigrant!” 
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Farzhad, who is fit and quick, parried the bottle. After the failed throw, the 
man, who Farzhad thought was drunk, tried to punch Farzhad but was stopped 
by the surrounding football fans. Shaken, Farzhad ran away and took the bus 
home to Grankotten, the asylum for unaccompanied minors where he lived at 
the time.  

Farzhad did not report the incident to the police out of fear of meeting the 
man who had harassed and threatened him on the streets of Avesta. Perhaps 
he would get violent again if Farzhad reported him to the police, he reasoned.  

 Farzhad was lucky that he did not get physically hurt that day. But the 
incident damaged Farzhad’s faith in Sweden and weakened his feeling of 
safety.  

The experiences of Hamza and Farzhad are far from isolated events in the 
Swedish context. A recent survey (with 4,000 respondents, both Swedish-born 
and immigrated) shows that half of the respondents born outside of Sweden 
report experiencing acts of racism within the past year (Aarnivaara 2022:120). 
The survey also details how a third of the respondents with Swedish back-
grounds hold negative attitudes towards immigrants and think that immigrants 
represent a threat towards both “Swedish culture” and “economy” (Aarnivaara 
2022:65). 

Additionally, there are several studies about racism against children both 
in and outside of school settings in Sweden (Loodberg and Abera 2021; León 
Rosales 2010; León Rosales 2016; Lundström 2021; Wernesjö 2020; Oden-
bring and Johansson 2019; Odenbring and Johansson 2021). Sociologist 
Markus Lundström, for example, conducted a study about experiences of rac-
ism among children with “foreign background,” i.e., children either born out-
side of Sweden or children of parents who are born outside of Sweden. These 
children are frequently subjected to “microaggressions,” defined as everyday 
acts and messages that intentionally or unintentionally denigrate people due 
to their ethnic, religious, or national background (Lundström 2021:433; Sue 
2010). Several of Lundström’s respondents spoke about regular teasing and 
bullying because of their darker skin color or because of their non-Swedish-
sounding names (Lundström 2021:444-6).  

Similarly, education scholars Ylva Odenbring and Thomas Johansson stud-
ied a school in a rural village in southern Sweden and found that verbal and 
physical harassment against children with foreign backgrounds is a recurring 
problem, leading to feelings of exclusion and dissatisfaction among children 
subjected to such behaviours (Odenbring and Johansson 2019). 

It is not only children who get subjected to racial discrimination in Sweden. 
Urban studies scholar Carina Listerborn found in a study of 19 self-identified 
Muslim women in Malmö that all of her informants had experienced physical 
and verbal violence because of their religion. Some reported how strangers 
had tried to pull off their Hijab (a headscarf currently loaded with religious 
and political meaning); several spoke about people acting violently towards 
them; and all reported that they regularly received denigrating comments from 
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strangers they encountered in public spaces (Listerborn 2015:20-31). Moreo-
ver, ethnologist Berit Wigerfelt, historian Anders Wigerfelt, and migration 
studies scholar Jenny Kiiskinen show how people with African background 
regularly get subjected to everyday racial discrimination and harassment in 
Sweden (Wigerfelt, Wigerfelt, and Kiiskinen 2013). 

What these studies show is that episodes like those recounted by Hamza 
and Farzhad are part of a larger structural racism that negatively impacts the 
lives of many people in Sweden. 

For Hamza, experiences of racism in Horndal—a village so small so that 
he risked encountering his bullies whenever he strolled the streets or walked 
to the local supermarket—made him dislike the place.  

After two years in Horndal, his family moved to Avesta, and Hamza en-
rolled in a new school where he felt more welcome. But his bad memories of 
Horndal remained in him.  

“I’ll never put my feet in Horndal again.”  

Dumping 
Avesta was not only a municipality where asylum applicants like Malik, 
Shadia, and Hamza were temporarily placed; it was also a place where refu-
gees with residence permit settled down.  

Alongside the restrictive measures that prime minister Löfvén presented in 
November 2015 was a reform intending to bring about a more “solidaric dis-
tribution” (solidarisk fördelning) of refugees who receive residence permit. 
The idea was that municipalities who previously had received relatively large 
numbers of refugees would receive less, whereas municipalities who histori-
cally had taken in fewer refugees would be obliged to take more, in accordance 
with a tariff set by the Migration Agency (Löfvén and Johansson 2015). This 
means that after refugees receive residence permit, the Migration Agency of-
fers them a “municipality relocation” (kommunplacering) to an area on the 
receiving list. The assigned municipality is then obliged to find accommoda-
tion for these newly-legal residents who are referred to as “newcomers” (nyan-
lända) in official discourse, and provide subsidies, Swedish courses, job train-
ing, and other activites which aims at making immigrants “established” (eta-
blerad) on the Swedish job market, if the refugee accepts the relocation.  

Because of its recent history of relatively large immigration, Avesta was 
among the municipalities not required to take in any newcomers according to 
the tariff. Despite this, refugees who received residence permit kept moving 
to Avesta; in 2017 alone, 263 refugees who recently had received residence 
permit settled down in the municipality (Migrationsverket 2018c). If refugees 
decide to reject the relocation offer, they have to find a place to stay on their 
own. Any municipality chosen, whether by the Migration Agency or the refu-
gee, is responsible for providing subsidies and support, such as Swedish les-
sons and job training. 
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Many of the refugees who settled down in the municipality of Avesta in 
the 2010s lived in Krylbo, a town with a population of about 4,500, situated 
just 5 kilometers south of the city of Avesta.  

In the beginning of the 20th century, Krylbo was an important railway junc-
tion, perhaps one reason it developed into a popular small town with a couple 
of restaurants, a popular hotel, and a number of specialized retail stores.  

Krylbo acquired a bad reputation in the 2010s, though. Several people that 
I spoke with lamented that Krylbo, a place once considered an idyllic small 
town, had become “segregated” and associated with “criminality” and “vio-
lence.” The press undoubtedly contributed to the bad reputation of the area. In 
2019, Expressen, a popular national tabloid newspaper, wrote this about 
Krylbo under the rubric “The slum in the midst of Sweden”:  

“In Dalarna, a previously publicly owned apartment area of 700 apartments 
has become a world of its own, where bribes, cockroaches and fights with 
jumper cables have become part of the everyday life” (Karlsson 2019). 

As often is the case, the media does not give a nuanced picture of the situ-
ation (see Ristilammi 1994). Many of the people with whom I spoke enjoyed 
living in Krylbo and appreciated living near a train station with access to cities 
like Falun up north, Gävle in the east, and Uppsala and Stockholm further 
south. People also enjoyed the area’s large forests and the river Dalälven, 
known for its good fishing waters. In contrast to By, where Malik and Shadia 
lived, Krylbo had two supermarkets, one specializing in Middle Eastern gro-
ceries, and its impressive neo-gothic train station housed a popular café. Dur-
ing the time of my fieldwork, the café invited refugees to practice Swedish 
with local residents one evening per week. Krylbo is also where ASC was 
located, as well as a couple of pizzerias, restaurants, and pubs.  

But not everyone was happy living in Krylbo.  
One person dissatisfied with her situation in Kryblo was Rachel, an Eri-

trean woman who arrived in Sweden in 2014 and received residence permit in 
2016. Like others in Krylbo, she was worried about illegal drugs and violence, 
such as cars being set on fire on the streets (this happened three times during 
my fieldwork). 

Rachel lived in an area seen as especially “problematic.” This area is dif-
ferent from other parts of Krylbo because the buildings there contain rental 
apartments, whereas the rest of Krylbo is made up of villas and bostadsrätter 
(that is, condoniums, a very common form of housing in Sweden where people 
own their apartments as stakeholders of cooperatives that collectively manage 
the property).  

The rental apartments of Krylbo were built in the 1960s and owned by the 
municipality until 1997, when they were sold to a private company. Since 
then, the apartments have changed owners several times, been under compul-
sory management (tvångsförvaltning) two times, and been involved in several 
scandals.  
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In 2017, Krylbo Housing, the owner of the apartments in Krylbo at the time 
of my fieldwork, was accused of being involved in something referred to as 
“social dumping” or “active contribution to resettlement” (aktiv medverkan 
till flytt), as it is called in official bureaucratic language. This refers to a prac-
tice where municipalities contribute to pushing residents in social or economic 
precarity—such as people with drug or alcohol-related problems, or in situa-
tions of long-lasting unemployment—out of the municipality. By having so-
cial workers encourage these residents to look for accommodation in other 
parts of Sweden, or even paying rent for an apartment situated in a different 
municipality, the municipality in question tries to free itself from the respon-
sibility of providing financial and social support to these people (Statskontoret 
2020).33  

Besides active contribution to resettlement, Kryblo Housing was also ac-
cused of charging people for getting leases on rental apartments, something 
which is illegal in Sweden.  

The public service company Sveriges Radio reported that tenants had paid 
an amount equal to 1,000 USD to staff working for Krylbo Housing simply to 
acquire a rental contract. It was also reported that Krylbo Housing charged a 
higher price for some groups, such as Eritreans, whereas Syrians generally 
paid less for a contract. In 2015, the Swedish Anti-Corruption Agency 
(Riksenheten mot korruption) investigated these claims against Krylbo Hous-
ing, but the investigation closed after two years due to lack of evidence 
(Eriksson Rehnberg 2017). “It is probable (sannolikt) that some people have 
paid to obtain apartments,” said public prosecutor Hans-Jörgen Hanström to 
Sveriges Radio in 2017, “but I am not able to prove it” (Eriksson Rehnberg 
2017). 

Feeling abandoned 
Rachel confided that she had paid someone to get a contract on an apartment 
in Krylbo.  

When she arrived in Sweden in 2014 and registered an application for asy-
lum, she was placed in Hofors, a small industrial town located 70 kilometers 
north of Avesta. She stayed in Hofors until she received residence permit. At 
this point, she was offered relocation to Kristinehamn, a town 280 kilometers 

 
33 There are strong financial motives for dumping subsidy-takers on other municipalities. Pay-
ing maintenance support (försörjningsstöd), rental subsidies (hyreskostnader), and other subsi-
dies for one person can cost the municipality up to an equal amount to about 600 to 800 USD 
per month.  Paying the rent for one person for one month costs an amount equal to between 300 
and 500 USD. Paying the rental cost for one, two, or three months is, in other words, a small 
sum of money compared to what it might cost the municipality to have the person in question 
continuing living within the municipality, with subsidies paid by the municipality. According 
to a state-led survey, about 7% of the country’s municipalities admit that they have paid the 
rental costs for people as part of a strategy to push people in need of social support out 
(Statskontoret 2020).  



 

 72 

southwest of Avesta. Rachel rejected the offer, she told me, mostly because 
she had never heard of the city before and because she had no friends there. 

In Krylbo, however, Rachel had two friends, both of whom encouraged her 
to move there. Additionally, Rachel knew that many other Eritreans lived in 
Krylbo and Avesta,34 something that contributed to her decision to move there. 
On the recommendation of one of her friends in Krylbo, Rachel sought help 
from an Eritrean man to secure an apartment contract for a fee, the amount of 
which Rachel did not want to reveal to me. 

One thing that frustrated Rachel more than local drug use and criminal ac-
tivities was the bad condition of the apartment she lived in. The windows were 
leaking, and the bathroom ceiling was almost completely covered in dark blue 
mold, the stench of which severely irritated her lungs. She complained about 
her dysfunctional refrigerator, and she told me that the washing machine in 
the basement had been broken since she moved and that the landlord did noth-
ing to repair it. When I asked her how she did laundry, she explained that she 
took her clothes to a friend in central Avesta with a washing machine. In ad-
dition to being very time consuming, doing laundry this way was also physi-
cally taxing for Rachel because she was seven months pregnant. Seven years 
earlier, she told me, she had injured her back in a car accident while crossing 
the Sahara desert with twenty other refugees packed in a Jeep. Carrying the 
laundry back and forth by the bus in Avesta made her back pain worse, even 
though she enjoyed visiting the friend with the washing machine.  

Rachel was very upset that Krylbo Housing would not fix the apartment 
problems.  

“The rest of Avesta is beautiful. Krylbo is also nice. Only here, Krylbo 
Housing, so many problems,” she lamented in Swedish, a language she was 
learning through Swedish For Immigrants (Svenska för invandrare, abbrevi-
ated as SFI), a Swedish course mandatory for all refugees who have recently 
received residence permit but have not been able to secure employment. Only 
if they take this course can they qualify for subsidies.  

“Everyone knows about the problems [with the bad condition of the Krylbo 
apartments],” she said, “but nobody cares.”  

This feeling of being abandoned was shared by several others who lived in 
the same part of Krylbo. In contrast to Malik and Shadia, Rachel had no reason 
to complain about long distances to supermarkets or social activities. Rachel 
went to Avesta every weekday to attend Swedish for Immigrants—something 
that was required of her to receive state subsidies equivalent to 900 USD per 
month—and to meet with her friend (and do the laundry).  

Rachel told me she was looking for an apartment elsewhere in Avesta, hop-
ing for an opportunity to move to an area with properties in better shape than 
in Krylbo. 

 
34 Around 480 Eritreans were registered residents of the municipality of Avesta in 2017 (SCB 
2021) 
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Polarization 
In 2017, fifty years of depopulation in Avesta had turned into repopulation, 
thanks to the arrival of refugees. One consequence of this was that wide avail-
ability of rental apartments that enabled the initial repopulation had, in only a 
few years, led to a housing shortage in the municipality (Persson and Persson 
2019:13). Unfortunately, for people like Rachel, this had in turn increased the 
waiting time to get a lease from the public housing company, from a couple 
of months in early 2010s to three years in 2017 (Gamla Byn Årsredovisning 
2017:3). 

Another effect of the repopulation is, of course, that people from Syria, 
Eritrea, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Ethiopia, and many other countries 
are an important part of Avesta’s current social landscape. People who once 
arrived as refugees now run restaurants, supermarkets, beauty salons, car 
workshops and other entrepreneurial businesses. Others work in the public 
sector as nurses, doctors, teachers, administrators, and more, while others 
work in private sectors. Some (ex-)refugees are today active in local politics, 
and many are engaged in sports clubs. The two independent churches in 
Avesta are happy to have experienced a boost in members, as are two local 
Islamic associations and a Kurdish association.  

But refugees are also a source of discontent and dispute. On social media 
(in local Facebook groups, for example), some people blame refugees for all 
kinds of problems in Avesta, such as littering in streets, thefts, violence-
crimes, graffiti, unemployment, high taxes, and eroded welfare. In such rhet-
oric, the Social Democrats are often seen as the root of the problem, portrayed 
as facilitating the extensive immigration of refugees. 

In similar vein, Jimmie Åkesson—leader of the nationalist and self-pro-
claimed anti-immigration Sweden Democratic Party—wrote a debate article 
published in the local press of Avesta in April 2018, clarifying the political 
agenda of his party. Åkesson paints a very gloomy picture of Sweden, a coun-
try that finds itself in the midst of an “acute situation,” experiencing a “break-
down” (haveri) indicated by the “spread of segregation, erosion of the welfare 
(välfärden urholkas), and decreased social security (tryggheten minskar)” 
(Åkesson 2018). According to Åkesson and his party, these problems are the 
result of “irresponsible migration politics” (ansvarslösa migrationspolitiken), 
for which all parties except the Sweden Democrats must be blamed (Åkesson 
2018). 

It was not only aggressively agitative local villagers commenting on the 
social media or the Sweden Democrats criticizing the political leadership for 
maintaining an “irresponsible migration politics,” however. Gabriel Ehrling, 
political editor for the local liberal-minded newspaper Avesta Tidningen, 
wrote in the editorial pages of the paper that the situation in Avesta was a 
“ticking bomb” (tickande bomb), referring to statistics reporting that 57% of 
all people born outside of Sweden were unemployed, and that the average 
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unemployment of all inhabitants of Avesta was 13%, almost double the aver-
age national unemployment rate. In his article, Ehrling argued that the local 
administration should stop taking in more people and begin ensuring that the 
people who had already arrived would find work instead. In his view, “pas-
sivity” (and here he is referring to unemployment) “is the biggest hindrance 
for a good integration in Avesta” (Ehrling 2016). 

Local villagers on social media, the Sweden Democrats, and the editor at 
Avesta Tidningen articulated different versions of a securitarian reasoning, 
where extensive immigration politics alongside an integration policy that cre-
ated passive (unemployed) refugees were seen as a threat towards the order 
and security of Sweden (and/or the local community of Avesta).  

Sometimes, securitarianism surfaces through racial discrimination, such as 
when people shout at refugees to “go home to their country” or use discrimi-
natory words, incidents that happened to Hamza, Farzhad, and several others 
I spoke with during my time in Avesta. 

During my fieldwork, I also learned that people who supported refugees 
by arranging language cafés or letting refugees stay in their homes, for in-
stance, had lost friends and been shunned by others living in the municipality 
simply because of their engagement.  

Ingela, an elderly woman who was part of the Meeting Ground, an initiative 
that will play a central role in the next chapter, told me that several of her 
friends had stopped talking to her after she began helping refugees. Sitting in 
the backyard of her quite large villa in a middle-class suburban area just east 
of Avesta in the early summer of 2018, her apple trees in full bloom, Ingela 
pointed at a red-painted house across the street and said, with low voice, that 
the man who was living there had stopped greeting her since she started to 
help refugees. “Previously, he always invited me for his children’s birthday 
parties,” she said. “But this doesn’t happen any longer.” Ingela, who loved 
being with children and felt she had had a good relationship with her neigh-
bour’s children, was very sorry about this.  

The presence of refugees in precarious situations waiting for their legal sit-
uation to change produced social tensions between people who wanted to see 
more restrictive immigration, on the one hand, and refugees and their allies on 
the other.  

The municipality of Avesta bear resemblance to Öreby, the small village 
in southern Sweden that received 70 Syrian refugees in 2013 and studied by 
international relations Scholar Emma McCluskey (a study that was discussed 
in Chapter 1 of this thesis). McCluskey emphasizes how Öreby, within a 
year’s time, underwent a shift from “rightousness to far-right,” from an open 
to a restrictive attitude towards refugees (McCluskey 2019:1). To put it an-
other way, Öreby shifted from a relatively humanitarian outlook to a more 
securitarian approach. Throughout my fieldwork in Avesta, I also noticed how 
some people shifted from a positive attitude towards refugees to a more re-
strictive one, mirroring the larger shift that has occurred in national politics 
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since 2015. But rather than describing it as a shift from one logic to another—
as a break with humanitarian reasoning—it is more accurate to describe the 
gradual change in local discourse in terms of an increased polarization.  

In the introduction to a recently published ethnological research anthology 
about cultural transformations of contemporary Sweden, editors Maria 
Zackariasson, Magnus Öhlander, and Oscar Pripp state that over the last few 
decades, Sweden has become increasingly polarized, and that immigration 
politics is one of the topics that most divide the Swedish population, giving 
rise to complex tensions (Zackariasson, Öhlander, and Pripp 2022:22). 

Importantly for the argument of Zackariasson et al, however, alongside an 
increased tendency to oppose immigration and the turn towards more restric-
tive immigration politics, is also the strong support for a more humanitarian 
agenda that seeks to help refugees (Zackariasson, Öhlander, and Pripp 
2022:18; Farahani 2021; Frykman and Mäkelä 2019). How such humanitarian 
engagement played out on local level in the municipality of Avesta will be the 
topic of the next chapter, as I examine initiatives that sought to help refugees 
in different ways.  
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Chapter 4. Refugees welcome 

During my fieldwork, there were at least fifty initiatives in Avesta that orga-
nized different activities for refugees. Many of them had been initiated as a 
response to the rapid increase of refugees arriving in Avesta during the sum-
mer of 2015. Compassion was the primary stimulus behind such engagement, 
a feeling amplified by the daily media reports about people fleeing the civil 
war in Syria over the pernicious Mediterranean Sea, often on flimsy boats that 
capsized en route. By October 2015, more than 3,250 refugees—many of them 
children—had died in such attempts to enter Europe (Von Hall 2015).  

In Sweden, many felt sorry for those who saw no better alternative than 
abandoning their homes and risking their lives to escape their terrible circum-
stances. People wanted to help and donated money to humanitarian organiza-
tions. This happened especially after the picture of the three-year-old boy Alan 
Kurdi, washed up on a shore in Turkey, lying in a fetal position, dead from a 
failed attempt of crossing the Mediterranean Sea, spread throughout social as 
well as traditional media (Zachariasson 2015). The picture “shamed Europe 
into action,” writes anthropologist and migration scholar Miriam Ticktin 
(Ticktin 2016:258), and this was especially true in Sweden.  

In this context, many also felt a need to help refugees arriving in Sweden, 
and decided that they “had to do at least something” (man måste i alla fall 
göra någonting), a phrase that I heard many times in Avesta. In Avesta, like 
in other places across the country, residents invited refugees to practice the 
Swedish language and helped the newly arrived people to find their feet. 

Such engagement was encouraged by authorities. In late 2016, the Swedish 
government decided to allocate the equivalent of 75 million USD (777 million 
SEK) over a four-year period to finance local initiatives that worked with “the 
establishment of migrants” (etablering av migranter) (Arbetsmarknads-
departementet 2016b). This initiative was called Tidiga Insatser för 
Asylsökande, “Early Interventions for Asylum Seekers” (abbreviated as TIA). 
On the Swedish national government’s homepage, TIA was described as fol-
lows:  

“[TIA] aims toward a better and faster establishment into society and working 
life. It is important that the time when the individual is in the asylum process 
is taken care of and used in a meaningful way . . .” (Arbetsmarknadsdeparte-
mentet 2017, emphasis added). 
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The question one might ask here is this: in what sense is the TIA-money sup-
posed to be meaningful? Meaningful for whom? And in what ways did civil 
society initiatives provide opportunities for people in the asylum process to 
actually “take care” of their time during it? 

Welcome culture 
Before moving on, it is crucial to note that there has been a shift in how re-
sponsibilities for things like teaching the Swedish language are distributed 
within the Swedish welfare state (Hansen 2017). Between 1985 and 2017, it 
was the responsibility of the Migration Agency to provide asylum seekers with 
such activities (SFI-utredningen 2003:103). In 2017, however, the govern-
ment broke with this praxis and began to rely on civil society to provide ser-
vices previously overseen by the Agency. The official reason for this change 
was to give the Migration Agency time to focus their resources on processing 
of asylum cases, in order to shorten the increasingly lengthy waiting times in 
the asylum process (Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet 2016:28).  

A shift in responsibilities from the state to civil society was not unique to 
Sweden. Migration scholars Marie Sandberg and Dorte Andersen have ob-
served that “the promotion of a need for civil society actors to play a role in 
the maintenance of welfare tasks has become a common agenda in most 
Northern European states” (Sandberg and Andersen 2020:47). Sociologist 
Ludger Pries, moreover, claims that civil society actors, in 2015, “compen-
sated for states’ failure” and “that civil society stood in for the ‘organized non-
responsibility’ of almost all EU member states” by managing the reception of 
refugees, a task that in the European context traditionally has primarily been 
the responsibility of states (Pries 2019:2).  

The growth in 2015 of civil society agents helping refugees throughout 
Europe has attracted much scholarly attention. Migration scholars Line Steen 
Bygballe Jensen and Lydia Kirchner argue that the word “welcome culture”—
which was first an emic concept used by the German state, by the media, and 
by volunteers themselves—can be used to describe this growth in civil action, 
which was often organized under the banner “Refugees Welcome” (Jensen 
and Kirchner 2020). 

There was never any official Refugees Welcome campaign in Avesta, but 
local society initiated many other forms of engagement, including language 
cafés, sports activities, therapy groups, culture events, and the like.  

The municipality also set up a reception desk where refugees could receive 
information about everything from daycare options for children to how to 
search for jobs. The Integration Unit (integrationsenheten) of Avesta, moreo-
ver, organized a project where Swedish volunteers were matched with refu-
gees with similar interests, such as fishing, sports, and music, so that refugees 
could make Swedish friends (although the organizers of this particular 
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initiative confided to me that they found it very difficult to engage Swedish 
people in the project). In addition to initiatives from civil society and the local 
administration, many people in Avesta became personally acquainted with ref-
ugees without necessarily being involved in any organized activities. In other 
words, there are several reasons why one could talk about a welcome culture 
in the municipality of Avesta. 

What role does welcome culture play for refugees and their experience of 
waiting in Avesta? How can this welcome culture be understood?  

Moral hierarchies 
One initiative I followed closely during my fieldwork was the Meeting 
Ground, formed in 2015. The Meeting Ground was not dissimilar to a phe-
nomenon called öppen förskola (“open daycare center”), a space where chil-
dren aged 0-6 can play with other children while their parents have an oppor-
tunity to get out of their homes and meet other parents while on parental leave.  

One difference between the Meeting Ground and other öppna förskolor 
was that the Meeting Ground specifically addressed refugee mothers and chil-
dren. Another difference was that the Meeting Ground focused on practicing 
the Swedish language with the participants, and a third difference was that the 
organizers of the Meeting Ground taught the refugee mothers about Swedish 
society. In this sense, the Meeting Ground followed a tradition in Sweden of 
so-called “integration projects” (integrationsprojekt), something that scholars 
have studied since the 1990s (see, for example, Hosseini-Kaladjahi and 
Mångkulturellt centrum 1998; Andersson et al. 2003; Ewert, Liedholm, and 
Lindberg 2004; Lundstedt 2005). 

The Meeting Ground was located in the basement of a two-story tenement 
house in an area of Horndal where the Migration Agency provided refugee 
accommodation. Eight women, all of whom were retired, took turns so that 
two or more of them would be present during the opening hours on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays between 10:00 a.m. and 12:00 p.m.  

The first time I visited the Meeting Ground was on a gloomy day in late 
September 2017. I entered through a heavy steel door leading into a basement, 
which used to be a club room for the local Tenants’ Association 
(Hyresgästföreningen) before they closed down their section some ten or fif-
teen years earlier. Inside, the walls and floors were concrete, the temperature 
quite cold, but the smell of cinnamon incense felt warm and welcoming. 

I sat down with Ingela, a retired woman in her mid-seventies, on a sofa in 
the main hall and asked if she could tell me about the history of the Meeting 
Ground. She recounted that in the summer of 2015, she noticed that many 
refugees were restless, aimlessly hanging out in Avesta with seemingly little 
to do. She felt sorry for them and spoke to some friends of hers. They agreed 
with her that they “had to do something for these people.”  
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Together, they formulated the Meeting Ground and contacted the Migra-
tion Agency, which was enthusiastic, suggested that they could make use of 
the basement where we were sitting, and offered to pay the rent. Ingela told 
me how they announced the initiative on social media. The response was very 
positive, and villagers and companies donated furniture, toys, books, drawing 
materials, and more to the Meeting Ground.  

Two women, Silja and Lisbeth, organized Swedish lessons in an inner part 
of the main room, shielded from the rest of the room by a row of shelves. The 
lessons were arranged as study circles in collaboration with the regional sec-
tion of Arbetarnas Bildningsförbund (“the Workers’ Educational Associa-
tion,” abbreviated as ABF), who provided them with study materials financed 
by money from the TIA pot. The eight women at the Meeting Ground worked 
voluntarily, though, and received no financial compensation for their efforts. 

The central part of the room where Ingela and I were now seated was ded-
icated to the children’s play area, and plastic boxes stuffed with all kinds of 
toys, drawing paper, pencils, and other crafting materials lined the walls. This 
was also where Ingela spent her time at the Meeting Ground, playing with the 
children and talking with their mothers. 

An important motivation behind the Meeting Ground was to provide an 
opportunity for refugee women to get out of their apartments and meet other 
people. Ingela and her fellow organizers perceived the situation of refugee 
women as particularly precarious. They viewed these women as trapped not 
only in their physical apartments but also in their domestic roles in the home, 
held back by their husbands and in need of encouragement to leave the private 
sphere and socialize with others 

“Their men are seldomly at home,” Ingela said, “so the women are stuck 
with all the household work,” a kind of statement I heard several of the organ-
izers of the Meeting Ground repeat. 

The idea that refugee women are stuck in their homes resonates with find-
ings in ethnologist Anna Lundstedt’s dissertation called Vit governmentalitet 
(English title: White governmentality), published in 2005. For her doctoral re-
search, Lundstedt followed several projects organized so that Swedish women 
could teach immigrant women to sew, weave, or knit while simultaneously 
practicing Swedish (Lundstedt 2005).  

The organizers who Lundstedt followed embraced multiculturalism on 
multiple levels, including their appearance; they wore, for example, clothes 
and accessories with Asian, African, or Latin American patterns (Lundstedt 
2005:176). The Swedish practitioners self-identified as feminists, and saw it 
as part of their mission to liberate the women who came to their sewing work-
shops from what they presumed were patriarchal structures of their cultural 
backgrounds. Practically speaking, this meant, more than anything, liberating 
them from their households. Lundstedt argues that the multiculturalism they 
espoused was therefore a hierarchical form of multiculturalism, where 
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“Swedishness” (svenskhet) was seen as superior to the cultural backgrounds 
of the refugees who attended the projects (Lundstedt 2005: 211).35  

The Meeting Ground did not explicitly include textile handicrafts in their 
activities (even though they had a sewing machine that was sometimes used 
for small tasks, such as hemming curtains). Nevertheless, the initiative showed 
similarities with those studied by Lundstedt. It was, for example, run by Swe-
dish-born women who self-identified as feminists, and the activities addressed 
refugee women in particular. Moreover, the initiative seemed to rest on a sim-
ilar kind of moral hierarchy as that identified by Lundstedt.  

One of the organizers was Gunnel, a woman who was also an “appointed 
guardian” (god man) for three unaccompanied minors. She was convinced that 
many of the women she met were controlled or somehow constrained by their 
husbands. She said she had noticed that refugee men “often take control over 
the economy of the family.” In Sweden—where economic independence is 
enshrined as a central virtue of a just and gender-equal society36—having hus-
bands controlling the household economy was seen as an unhappy remainder 
of a patriarchal way of life that people like Gunnel felt had been successfully 
abolished in Sweden.  

As was the case in Lundstedt’s study, the Swedish women at the Meeting 
Ground saw part of their mission as one of uplift: to teach migrants “the Swe-
dish way” (hur man gör i Sverige), a way of life in which women’s independ-
ence from men was a core, defining feature.37 Ingela, who had never married, 
often used her own situation of being single as a pedagogical example of how 
women in Sweden are allowed to live. When I asked her to explain what she 
meant by this, she replied, “Often they [the mothers attending the Meeting 
Ground] feel sorry for me when I tell them that I have no husband. But then I 
tell them that I enjoy being alone, because I can decide myself what I want to 
do.” Ingela said that most of the women she tells this to just shrug their shoul-
ders in response without saying anything (something I witnessed myself, sev-
eral times). Nevertheless, Ingela was convinced that presenting herself as an 
example might be a way for at least some of the attendees to begin reevaluat-
ing their own way of thinking and living.  

 
35 A similar argument is made by Emma McCluskey in her study on Öreby, where she noted a 
very strong “moral exceptionalism” among the villagers, and Swedish people in general, where 
Sweden and Swedes were believed to be exceptionally solidaric, gender equal, anti-racist, and 
internationalist, compared to other countries—although such moral exceptionalism has some-
what begun to fall out of favor over the past decade (McCluskey 2019:27-9).  
36 As sociologist Catrin Lundström has shown, in the Swedish context, gender equality (jäm-
ställdhet) has to a very large degree been associated with women’s possibilities to work, save 
their own money, and become “financially independent” (ekonomiskt självständiga) from their 
men (Lundström 2018).  
37 Anthropologist Mark Graham has shown that gender equality has been made into a non-
negotiable core value in the Swedish official integration policy, something that all groups of 
immigrants are expected to learn about and follow (Graham 2018:46; also, McCluskey 
(2019:115). 
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The Meeting Ground invited representatives from different public institu-
tions to meet the participants, especially for discussions on gender and family-
related issues. On one occasion, a visit from the local hospital’s Obstetrics and 
Gynecology Ward (barnavårdscentralen) was organized. Gunnel, who told 
me about this visit, was happy that the midwife who spoke informed the 
women about different ways to “protect themselves” from falling pregnant—
by using contraceptives, for example—thereby highlighting the message that 
women can, and should, take control over their lives.   

This kind of feminism was what Gunnel, Ingela, and the other women in-
volved with the Meeting Ground had been fighting for since the 1970s. Ingela 
and the other volunteers told me they all had been engaged in kvinnokampen— 
“the women’s liberation struggle,” today often referred to as the second wave 
of feminist movements—in one way or another. Ingela herself had been a 
board member of a local section of a national organization that advocates for 
gender equality, for several decades. 

In recent years, “second wave” feminism has fallen out of favor with many 
of the young self-defined feminists who are most active and outspoken in Swe-
den today. Those young feminists embrace what they call “intersectional fem-
inism,” a version of feminism that decries older feminists’ exclusive concern 
with women and that highlights the supposedly unacknowledged colonial, rac-
ist, and trans-negative premises that they say ground the values embraced by 
women like Ingela and Gunnel (Norsted 2021). Ingela and Gunnel seemed 
unconcerned with this kind of criticism, and they enthusiastically did what 
they could to contribute to what they believed was an emancipation of the 
women who frequented the Meeting Ground. 

Paternalism 
The word paternalism has often been used to describe humanitarianism as it 
is carried out by established international NGOs (Barnett 2016b; Fassin 
2016a), but it has also been used for the more spontaneous initiatives that 
emerged within the welcome culture of 2015 (Kukovetz and Sprung 2019; 
Fleischmann and Steinhilper 2017a). 

There are many definitions of paternalism, but, as international relations 
scholar Michael Barnett argues, most discussions of paternalism include “an 
ethic of consequences,” which means that paternalists believe they know bet-
ter than another person what is good for that person, because the paternalist 
believes the other is inferior to himself in one way or another (Barnett 
2016a:13). 

The Meeting Ground was partly guided by an ambition to educate migrants 
about “Swedish society” (det svenska samhället), a “society” that was defined 
by the initiative-takers themselves.  

One example of this was a visit from Peter, a local police officer. On a 
snowy Tuesday in early 2018, nine refugee mothers sat down with four 
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women from the Meeting Ground, and me, around a rectangular table in the 
inner part of the Meeting Ground, as officer Peter—dressed in his dark blue 
police uniform—took his place at one end of the table. Anita, a fifth woman 
from the Meeting Ground, watched over twelve children aged one to six who 
were running around, playing, fighting, and crying for their mothers’ attention.  

Peter began the session by asking the participants about their mother 
tongues. Six of the participants spoke Arabic, two women from Afghanistan 
spoke Dari, and a woman from Azerbaijan told Peter that she spoke Azerbai-
jani as her mother tongue but that she also could speak Russian and English. 

”It’s very important that you practice your Swedish,” Peter exhorted with 
the tone and pose of a teacher, before informing them that he was visiting the 
Meeting Ground primarily to get to know them a little better—and to tell them 
that “the police in Sweden are your friends.”  

“There’s a big difference between the police in Sweden and the police in 
Azerbaijan or Afghanistan,” Peter explained, looking at the participants. “In 
Sweden, you can’t give money to the police.”  

Aisha—the woman from Azerbaijan—laughed gently when she heard this 
and said, “In Azerbaijan, they take bribes all the time!”  

“That is not allowed in Sweden,” Peter said, and continued telling the 
women about Swedish laws that he thought that everyone needed to know.  

“One of these laws,” he said, “is that all people have equal value (alla män-
niskor har samma värde). This is different from many other cultures.”  

“In Sweden, for example, homosexuality is allowed,” he continued. “You 
have no right to insult people because of their sexuality, just as you have no 
right to harass people because of their religion. It’s a crime to discriminate 
against someone because he or she has a different religion, skin color, or be-
cause she’s wearing a veil, a Hijab.”  

Officer Peter’s statement that the discrimination law of Sweden is different 
from “many other cultures” painted a picture of Sweden—and of Swedish law 
and police force in particular—as being very tolerant, a tolerance he seemed 
to believe that the migrants needed to be taught. 

There seemed to be a barely concealed moral hierarchy lurking beneath 
Peter’s statements. Such hierarchy became more palpable halfway through the 
session, when the women from the Meeting Ground got more and more in-
volved and began directing the discussion. Gunnel, for example, was eager to 
initiate a discussion about sexual relationships. She asked Peter if a woman in 
Sweden must have sex with her husband if he demands it. 

Peter delivered the only possible answer: “No.” “In Sweden,” he explained, 
“both partners have to agree to sex.” He admitted, however, that “these are 
sensitive and sometimes difficult topics to talk about.”  

At the end, Peter asked the participants about their thoughts about the ses-
sion. Aisha was the first to reply. “Very good! I’d never expected a police 
officer to be so friendly!” she said, and smiled. The others seemed to share her 
excitement, nodding and smiling at officer Peter. 
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It is easy to see in an episode like this how both the initiative behind this 
encounter and the lesson itself were based on an implicit moral hierarchy and 
the “ethics of consequences” that, according to Barnett, characterizes pater-
nalism (Barnett 2016a:13). 

Labelling something as paternalism invites condemnation. But the session 
with police officer Peter was appreciated by the attendees. Not only were the 
women who attended the session with Peter surprised by his friendliness, but 
they also appreciated that they were given the opportunity to actually speak 
with an authority, in a milieu where they felt comfortable, about sensitive is-
sues such as sex. Throughout the session, Peter invited the participants to ask 
questions and talk about issues that they themselves wanted to talk about. Pe-
ter was not there only to programmatically lecture the women about Swedish 
laws and customs; at the Meeting Ground, he seemed genuinely interested in 
the participants and took seriously his initial claim, that he was there because 
he wanted to get to know them a little better.  

Solidarity 
In a study about Finnish women engaged in charity, anthropologist Liisa 
Malkki, while not ignoring the power asymmetries that it produces, adopts 
quite a sympathetic perspective towards humanitarianism. She argues, for ex-
ample, that for the women in Finland she worked with, knitting teddy bears 
(so-called “Aid Bunnies”) that were donated to the Red Cross, who then dis-
tributed them to “suffering children” in Africa, Asia, or South Ameica, was a 
way for them to create a sort of belongingness to something they thought was 
bigger and more important than themselves (Malkki 2015:164).  

“The knitters of the Aid Bunnies were motivated by a desire to help, to give 
of themselves,” writes Malkki (Malkki 2015:129, emphasis in original). “Giv-
ing,” and knitting, for these women engaged in charity, “emerges out of a stark 
need,” Malkki writes, a “need for attachment, and for living in social time” 
(Malkki 2015:164, emphasis in original). Seen from this perspective, charity 
is not only about helping the other, but also about helping oneself to move 
beyond feelings of loneliness and relative meaninglessness.  

That charity gives rise to new social belongings was something that Sand-
berg and Andersen also noticed in their study of volunteers who engaged in 
the Refugees Welcome movement in Denmark and Germany in 2015. They 
show how people “admitted to almost abandoning their families to participate 
in the activities at the railway station where they gained a substitute family” 
(Sandberg and Andersen 2020b:49). 

I saw similar elements of familiarity between the volunteers and refugees 
attending the different initiatives in Avesta as well. Ingela often repeated that 
she loved being at the Meeting Ground, partly because otherwise she would 
be sitting alone at home. Being engaged in the Meeting Ground was for her a 
way to fill up with social activities her otherwise rather lonely everyday life. 



 

 84 

It was one way for her to participate in “social time,” to use Malkki’s term 
(Malkki 2015:160), giving her, like the other volunteers, an opportunity to get 
out of her house and do something meaningful with her time. 

Ingela had been an elementary school teacher for nearly fifty years, and 
she loved being with children. At the Meeting Ground, she often sat down on 
the floor and played, drew paintings, and read books to children on her lap. 
She loved cuddling the children and being hugged by them. It was easy to 
sense feelings of joy and love among the organizers towards the children and 
their mothers. Over time, Ingela and the others developed personal attach-
ments to some of them. 

Once, Ingela was interviewed by the local press about her engagement in 
the Meeting Ground. She told the reporter that she enjoyed being an organizer 
of the Meeting Ground: “I have got so many friends, and even children and 
grandchildren,” she said.38 We should not really take Ingela’s words literally; 
I saw no evidence that she took on the role of anyone’s actual grandmother. 
But like the other Swedish organizers, Ingela did in many ways act like a 
grandmother to the migrant children: she reprimanded children when they 
were naughty, and sometimes she spoiled them with soft drinks, fruit, or cook-
ies, perhaps as a way to buy their trust. To the migrant mothers, moreover, she 
was eager to demonstrate good ways of parenting: how to not give into the 
children’s tantrums, how to stick to rules, and so on. 

The feelings of familiarity that the Swedish women encouraged at the 
Meeting Ground were shared by at least some of the women who attended. 
Over the course of my visits, which lasted nearly a year, it became clear to me 
that both organizers and refugees enjoyed coming there because the Meeting 
Ground had become a social arena where they could spend time together and 
meet new people. 

The refugee mothers also appreciated the Meeting Ground because they 
received personal support from Ingela, Gunnel, and the other volunteers. 
“They always help” (ställer alltid upp), I heard attendees saying, and they 
came to Ingela and the others and asked for help on practical issues: to pay 
invoices, to fill in various forms, to call lawyers, or to help them understand 
letters from their children’s schools. Besides such practical support, the vol-
unteers were also supportive socially and morally. 

One woman who used to frequent the Meeting Ground was Kamili. She 
had worked as a principal at an elementary school in Bangladesh before she 
fled the country in early 2015. One day she seemed very upset when she en-
tered the Meeting Ground with her four-year-old son. When Kamili arrived 
and was taking off her coat, Gunnel greeted her. 

“Hello Kamili!” Gunnel said and offered her a warm hug, a common way 
of greeting friends in Sweden. “How are you doing?” 

 
38 In risk of revealing the true identity of the woman I here call Ingela I have chosen to not 
reference the newspaper that published the interview with her. 
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“Not good.”  
“Why?” 
“My daughter’s bicycle has been destroyed,” Kamili said, and explained 

how some boys at the school had vandalized her eight-year-old daughter’s 
bicycle.  

“No, really!” Gunnel said with a shocked facial expression. “Have you 
talked with the teachers or the principal?” 

“No, it won’t help,” Kamili answered softly. 
“I’ll help you,” Gunnel replied, “I’ll go talk with them.” 
In the days that followed, Gunnel, who had a friend who worked at the 

school, made some enquiries and found out which boys had done this to the 
bike. Gunnel knew who the vandals were—boys in their early teens—and she 
confronted them, warning not to do anything like that again. Gunnel also 
helped Kamili repair her daughter’s bike.  

For this, Kamili, later told me, she was forever grateful. 
This episode illustrates one way in which Gunnel and the others at the 

Meeting Ground got personally and emotionally involved in the lives of 
women who had recently arrived in Sweden. Gunnel might have been preju-
diced against refugee men, reproducing a moral hierarchy where refugee 
women had to be taught Swedish feminism, but this criticism does not paint 
the whole picture. Gunnel also used her social privilege to support people in 
socially and legally precarious situations, and her acts of solidarity were 
greatly admired. 

Conviviality 
It was not only women with ethnic Swedish background who welcomed refu-
gees in Avesta. The initiative that attracted the most refugees in the munici-
pality of Avesta during the time of my fieldwork was Avesta Solidarity Center 
(ASC), located in an old dairy factory in Krylbo. ASC was founded in the late 
1990s by people who fled the Balkan wars. In the mid-2000s, the association 
opened up their activities for all who wanted to practice the Swedish language, 
regardless of their national background and legal status.  

In 2017 and 2018, Henok, an Eritrean man who applied for asylum in 2014, 
taught Swedish with Jolana, a woman from Lithuania whose husband had set 
up his own business as a carpenter in Sweden (and who could legally relocate 
to Sweden since Lithuania is part of the EU). Both gave two classes each, in 
separate classrooms, every weekday: one class between 9:30 a.m. and 12:00 
p.m., the other between 1:00 and 3:30 p.m.  

Like the Meeting Ground, ASC also collaborated with ABF (“the Workers’ 
Educational Association”), who paid salaries to Jolana and Henok with money 
that ABF had received from the national TIA money. ASC also received fi-
nancial support from the local administration of Avesta (i.e., funded by local 
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taxes) to rent the venue where the classes took place, promote ASC-activities, 
and recruit new participants and members of the association.39  

During my stay in Avesta, the average number of participants at ASC was 
about forty persons in the morning classes and thirty in the afternoon classes.  

The atmosphere at ASC was often good-humored and cheerful. After one 
class in which Jolana played charades with the students, making most partici-
pants laugh uproariously, I complimented Jolana for “being such an engaging 
teacher for her students.” 

“Thanks,” she answered, “but they are not my students, they are my 
friends. I try to have fun with them, I try to make them laugh, to forget about 
their worries for a while.” Clearly, Jolana saw her role not merely as a teacher 
but as someone who could inspire, motivate, and support refugeees in precar-
ious situations, those not entitled to SFI classes or other official activities. 

Both Jolana and Henok were appreciated not only because they were en-
gaging teachers but also, and especially, because they also cared for the people 
who came to them. I noted several times that they would skip lunch and in-
stead spend their break talking to and comforting people who were in difficult 
situations. 

Like the Meeting Ground, ASC was also a place where people hung out. 
In the small kitchen, people would gather over a cup of coffee or tea during 
the breaks, and talk about the increasingly restrictive criteria for getting resi-
dence permit in Sweden or about the situation in the different countries from 
which the participants had fled. In this space, people often laughed together 
while telling stories and watching videos, including, on one occasion, a video 
of the Swedish-Iraqi comedian Diyari Mahmoud mocking stereotypes of 
Swedes as well as of immigrants, which those who were there found hilarious. 
Meanwhile, some of the Muslims would gather in a different room of ASC for 
a joint prayer. ASC was clearly more than just a place where people practiced 
the Swedish language and received information about the Swedish society. 
Like the Meeting Ground, ASC developed into an important social arena, a 
place where people could engage in different forms of “timepass” (Jeffrey 
2010). 

ASC was also a place where people formed relations across national, eth-
nic, and religious boundaries. Outside of ASC, some of the refugees I worked 
with would sometimes talk badly about people from other backgrounds. I 
heard Kurds talking negatively about Arabs (and vice versa), Christians about 
Muslims (and vice versa), Iranians about Afghans (and vice versa), and so on. 
Interestingly, however, ASC was a place where such oppositions were put 
aside, where people interacted and shared experiences and emotions beyond 
social boundaries.  

 
39 In 2017, ASC received an equal amount to of an equal amount to about 10,000 USD from 
the municipality of Avesta (information retrieved from officers working at Bildningsförvalt-
ningen, ”the Education Administration”, in the municipality of Avesta, in August 2018). 
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The relations and interactions that emerged at ASC can therefore be con-
ceptualized in terms of “conviviality.” For sociologist Paul Gilroy, “convivi-
ality” designates “cohabitation and interaction” between people with different 
backgrounds (Gilroy 2004:xi). For Gilroy, the focus on conviviality represents 
an alternative to the everpresent focus on “identity” in scholarly and public 
debate on multiculturalism. While “identity” highlights the ways in which 
people preserve and exhibit cultural distinctions, “conviviality” brings atten-
tion to how people come together amidst cultural plurality, negotiate cultural 
differences, and form relations of belongingness in social settings (Gilroy 
2004:xi). 

Anthropologist Sealing Cheng refers to Gilroy in her study about the Afri-
can refugees in Hong Kong who organized an activist group called Our Lives 
Matter, a study that I referred to in Chapter 1 (Cheng 2022:144). With a mem-
bership never larger than 22, Our Lives Matter organized meetings, protests, 
and petitions in order to improve their legal situation in Hong Kong. Several 
members quit their commitment, however, when they realized that the efforts 
of the group would probably not result in any real change. Cheng describes 
how a core group of seven with different nationalities and religious beliefs 
remained active, though, and met on a regular basis. For these people—who 
came from different countries and practiced different religions—the activities 
were not so much about actually changing the precarious conditions they were 
living under as much as providing moments of human solidarity. As active 
agents united in a common cause, Our Lives Matter members were no longer 
reduced to mere objects of harsh Hong Kong immigration policies or down-
graded to recipients of aid from NGOs. These moments represented opportu-
nities for them to be “otherwise,” Cheng writes (Cheng 2022:144). The meet-
ings and activities among the members created a strong sense of “together-
ness” across cultural differences, offering a clear-cut example of conviviality 
(Cheng 2022:142-4).  

For several of the refugees in Avesta, ASC had become something like a 
second home to them, and I got the sense that many people attended not only 
to practice Swedish but also to meet others. 

Eyob an Eritrean young man enjoyed coming to ASC “because there are 
always others I can talk with,” as he said. Eyob was in a difficult legal situation 
waiting to being deported to Italy “due to Dublin”—referring to an EU regu-
lation which states that an asylum applicant must have his asylum investigated 
in the first member state he or she visits and gets registered in. In case a person 
has registered in one member state but continues on to another country—as 
Eyob did—the new country can deport the person in question back to the 
country wherein he or she first was registered (EU Convention 97/C 254/01). 
Eyob was now waiting for Italy to accept Sweden’s request to have him de-
ported there. 

“Usually, I’m very stressed, and I cannot make use of my time,” he said, 
“but here, I can meet others, make friends, talk, and forget about my stress.”  
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Although visiting ASC did not solve refugees’ legal problems or made 
them overcome waiting, it represented a way for them to “reconstitute” a sense 
of “belonging” in a situation otherwise characterized by “unbelonging” (Ben-
dixsen 2020:493). Writing apropos refugees who have been rejected asylum 
in Norway, anthropologist Synnøve Bendixsen states that “social interaction 
is not a cure for the pain” these people feel. Nevertheless, being with friends 
or visiting social arenas (in Bendixsen’s case, churches or mosques), and 
“[b]eing close to others, talking, laughing, and resting, bring calmness and 
tranquillity which helps them forget their painful and worrisome situation at 
least for a while” (Bendixsen 2020:495). Something similar can be said about 
ASC: it was not a remedy to their situation of waiting, but functioned as a 
temporary painkiller. 

Horizontal relations 
Besides Swedish classes, ASC also organized social activities and gatherings, 
like football, fishing, and barbeque evenings. Exactly what activities the cen-
ter arranged were decided in ASC’s annual meeting (årsmöte). In the begin-
ning of 2018, I attended such a meeting. 

In Sweden, an annual meeting of an association is a strictly formalized and 
ritualized event in which a chairman of the meeting is elected, economic re-
ports and revision reports are read out, and a budget for the coming year dis-
cussed, adjusted, and agreed upon. People who are not accustomed to such 
procedures might be forgiven for feeling a sense of alienation, and the very 
formal procedures have probably made many people lose interest in getting 
involved.  

ASC followed every convention for how an annual meeting in Sweden is 
supposed to unfold. One might assume that the lack of equal Swedish lan-
guage skills among the thirty people who attended the meeting would amplify 
the alienation even further, and reproduce vertical relations between the or-
ganizers and the participants. This was not the case, however, when ASC gath-
ered for the annual meeting in 2018. In an effort to include everyone, Henok 
and Jolana took great care describing to the participants, first in simple Swe-
dish and then in the participants’ mother tongues, the different parts of the 
meeting.  

After Yussuf, the president of ASC, had opened the meeting, he explained 
that the first order of business was to choose a “chairman of the meeting” 
(mötesordförande).  

“Chairman,” Henok repeated. “Does everyone understand chairman?” (alla 
förstår mötesordförande?) asked Henok in simple Swedish, slow and loudly 
so that everyone could hear. 

Some of the attendees nodded while others shook their heads. 
“The one who is going to be in charge of the meeting” (den som ska sitta 

här och bestämma), Henok said. He then repeated his explanation in Arabic 
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and Tigrinya. Meanwhile, Jolana turned to the Ukrainian, Uzbek, and Kazak 
participants and translated into Russian.  

Present at the meeting was also a group of Turkish-speaking people: 
“Henok, we don’t understand. You must explain in Turkish. Why can’t you 
talk Turkish?” exclaimed one man in broken Swedish, causing a large number 
of attendees to burst out laughing. 

Henok solved the problem by turning to one of the Turkish-speaking par-
ticipants who also spoke English, and explained in English what a mö-
tesordförande is.  

With this cleared up, the group elected Gudrun, a woman in her mid-sev-
enties and the only board member of ASC with a Swedish background, as the 
chairman of the meeting. 

The main purpose of the meeting was to decide what activities ASC would 
organize the coming year. Gudrun spoke: “What should ASC organize? It is 
you who shall decide,” she explained. “Not I, not we in the board,” she clari-
fied. “You!”  

She opened the floor to suggestions. “Play football,” said Malik, the Libyan 
man from the previous chapter. “Swim,” said one woman from Afghanistan. 
“A boat trip,” said someone, a suggestion that several people were enthusiastic 
about. After fifteen minutes of discussion, the group agreed that ASC would 
organize both a barbeque evening in the spring and a trip to Åland, a Baltic 
island that belongs to Finland. 

The majority of the 30 people who attended the meeting were active in the 
discussions, and the atmosphere was cheerful and permissive. The two teach-
ers’ assiduous translation work and good humor were important factors in fa-
cilitating such an atmosphere. 

The activities organized by ASC were clearly not based on paternalist ideas 
from the organizers about what refugees in Sweden ought to learn or do. The 
participants were not only asked about what they wanted ASC to organize but 
also invited to become part of the association. Rather than reproducing moral 
hierarchies, ASC facilitated horizontal relations involving everyone, some-
thing that contributed to making attendees feel welcome.  

Being stuck in the house, part I 
But what roles did initiatives like the Meeting Ground and Avesta Solidarity 
Center play in the everyday lives of refugees who were subjected to waiting?  

Aisha, the Azeri woman who was so excited about police officer Peter’s 
lesson, visited both the Meeting Ground and ASC frequently. A mother of 
three, she had arrived in Sweden with her children in late 2015. Her applica-
tion for asylum had been denied three times, and her future prospects to obtain 
residency permission seemed slim when I met her in 2017. The Migration 
Agency had reached the conclusion that Aisha and her children could not be 
deported back to Azerbaijan, where Aisha was born, because they risked 
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severe persecution there, Aisha told me. Instead, the Agency wanted to deport 
them to Russia, where Aisha and her husband had lived for a couple years as 
labor migrants and where their children had been born. As citizens of Azer-
baijan, however, Aisha and her family had no legal right of residence in Rus-
sia, and they were stuck in between legal systems, not wanted anywhere. 
While waiting for deportation, something that at the time of as of this writing 
(autumn 2022) has not yet happened, the family was allowed to keep living in 
the apartment provided by the Migration Agency. 

When Aisha left Russia for Sweden, her husband stayed behind with the 
promise to follow her as soon as he could raise enough money to pay smug-
glers for his own passage. He managed to do this in late 2017, about the same 
time when I first met Aisha. During the two years she lived in Sweden without 
her husband, Aisha had had sole responsibility for their three children, and she 
had to go through the arduous process of an asylum trial (which included sev-
eral interviews with Migration Officers), hearings at the Migration Court, and 
anxious waiting for decisions which, in the end, turned out to be negative.  

When they arrived in Sweden, Aisha and her children were placed in a 
small village in the northern part of Sweden where they lived for one and a 
half years before they were moved to Horndal. Aisha told me that her life in 
that first village was excruciatingly boring, partly because the village had no 
initiatives like the Meeting Ground. Now that her husband had finally arrived 
and the family was living in Horndal, Aisha eagerly took every chance to at-
tend different activities: “On Tuesdays and on Thursdays I go to the Meeting 
Ground,” she said. “On Wednesdays and Fridays, I have to take care of my 
youngest son. But on Mondays he’s at the kindergarten, and I go to ASC,” she 
explained. Additionally, Aisha was part of a street dance group that rehearsed 
on Sundays in central Avesta. 

“Do you know why I go to the Meeting Ground and ASC?” she asked rhe-
torically during a recorded conversation. “Because, for two years, I was just 
at home alone with the kids 24 hours a day. I became so tired of just being at 
home. That’s why it was so good when I was moved to Horndal and I could 
go to the Meeting Ground and ASC,” she explained. “There, I’ve learned all 
the Swedish I know,” she told me in Swedish. 

Aisha enjoyed the Meeting Ground and ASC, just as she enjoyed dancing, 
because these places gave her an opportunity to “get out of her house.” She 
appreciated being able to meet other people, practice Swedish, and learn more 
about Sweden. 

Being stuck in the house, part II 
As noted in the previous chapter, opportunities to take part in a social life 
outside the home differed largely depending on where people lived. Those 
who lived in central Avesta or Krylbo had several social arenas they could 
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visit, whereas opportunities for people placed in Horndal, Fors, and By were 
relatively scarce.  

This was frustrating for Nasir, a thirty-year-old man from Egypt, who ar-
rived in Sweden in 2015 with his wife, Farah, and their newly born son, Ga-
briel. The family lived in Horndal, close to where the Meeting Ground was 
situated. Nasir was the first man I ever saw in the Meeting Ground. He arrived 
one Tuesday morning in December 2017 while his wife sat in the study corner 
with Silja, Lisbeth, and a handful of other women who were practicing Swe-
dish. Nasir sat down on the sofa, his legs spread out and his gaze turned to-
wards his smartphone. Hesitatingly and a bit nervously, perhaps because he 
looked angry, I thought, I approached him. “Hi, I’m Rikard,” I said and offered 
him my hand.  

“Are you a teacher here?” he asked me in English, shaking my hand. I 
explained that I was a PhD student trying to understand the situation of refu-
gees in Avesta.  

Nasir looked at me with a critical gaze and asked, “Are you interested in 
the bright side of the situation? You know, the yellow face with a happy smile? 
Or are you interested in the truth? Because, you know, there’s a dark side as 
well. I have no master degree in sociology or anything, but I can tell you some-
thing: you have to go to people’s homes if you want to know how the situation 
really? is.”  

Feeling uneasy by his interrogation, I took a defensive stance and ex-
plained that I actually did visit people in their homes as part of my research. 
Nasir did not seem convinced by my answer and disengaged from the conver-
sation, saying, “Very well then, I wish you luck.”  

Nasir’s critique most likely made me feel uneasy because he was right, 
although at that point I was unable to admit it. Nasir was correct to question 
me; if my intention was to “understand the situation of refugees in Avesta,” 
as I said, then what was I doing at the Meeting Ground? Should I not be, as he 
thought, in people’s homes instead? And even if I did spend time in local 
homes, how can I know that people’s ways of speaking and behaving when I 
was there were actually representative of their situation? I had no way of 
knowing what they did when I left their homes. There is no easy solution to 
such a methodological deficiency, but Nasir’s critical interrogation made me 
aware of this and compelled me to spend more time with the people whose 
social, legal and material situation I was trying to understand.  

I also read Nasir’s comment as a critique of the tendency in research, as 
well as in media and other popular discourses, to focus on “good initiatives,” 
thereby reproducing an image of Sweden and its citizens as “morally excep-
tional” (McCluskey 2019:27). 

Design scholar Mahmoud Keshavarz writes in relation to his research 
about passport forgery, camps, and border transgressions that “[t]he stories we 
[social researchers] hear or want to hear are framed by our methodologies, 
which in turn produce certain stories that in practice might be more helpful to 
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the institutions that produce the very same conditions of bordering by which 
these stories are formed” (Keshavarz 2020a). Keshavarz alerts us to the fact 
that although I, as a social researcher and a human being, sympathize with 
refugees, there is a risk that the questions I ask and the stories I chose to in-
clude in this thesis might actually become counterproductive to the interests 
of refugees in Sweden. There is a risk, for example, that the stories in this 
chapter, focusing as it does on the “bright side” of the Avesta’s welcome cul-
ture, might become incorporated into a broader narrative about Sweden being 
a “good country,” allowing Swedish rulers and citizens to preserve a humani-
tarian image of themselves despite Sweden’s securitarian and relatively re-
strictive immigration policies. Although Nasir’s critical questioning hurt my 
confidence as a researcher, he deserves acknowledgment for making me re-
flect on my own role in the reproduction of larger narratives about Sweden. 

 
Nasir was at the Meeting Ground that day to meet up with his wife, Farah. 
And because the cold outside was unbearable, he decided to wait inside. Just 
as we began our conversation, Farah and the others finished their Swedish 
lesson, and I did not get the opportunity to ask Nasir what he meant by the 
“dark side” of the situation.  

A couple of months later, however, the Meeting Ground organized an ex-
cursion to a local farm, one of few occasions where the fathers of the children 
were explicitly invited. Nasir joined Farah and their son Gabriel on the farm. 
He looked much happier than he did the first time I met him.  

It was a bright but chilly spring day, and the grass was green. I strolled 
around talking to people that I had gotten to know at the Meeting Ground, 
accompanied by a local journalist who was writing an article about the event 
for the local press. I noticed that Nasir was standing alone, looking at the land-
scape. I walked up to him.  

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I greeted him.  
“Mhm,” he answered, “very beautiful.”  
I asked him how “everything was going.” With a smile on his lips, he re-

plied that his family had finally obtained residence permit and that he had 
managed to get a job as a carpenter. Nasir told me what a relief it was for him, 
partly because he had felt “so frustrated being at home all the time.” Nasir and 
his family were still living in Horndal. Somehow, they had managed to get a 
lease on another apartment in the same area where they lived during the asy-
lum process. But Nasir’s situation was now radically different. He had a job 
to go to, something he valued immensely. Moreover, on his new salary, he 
was able to purchase a car. Now he was mobile, and he could enjoy a certain 
degree of “freedom of movement” (it is no wonder why a car, in a place like 
Horndal, is seen as the symbol par excellence of freedom).  

“I was starting to go nuts,” he told me apropos his life before the residence 
permit. “I sat at home all the time. It was terrible. In my culture, men are sup-
posed to work. We are not expected to be at home.” Nasir told me that he had 
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only a few friends in Horndal and that they were all just as frustrated as he 
was. One aspect that added to the frustration, he said, was that the men’s wives 
complained at them all the time for not doing anything, for just sitting at home.  

I told Nasir that I had heard people like Ingela saying that refugee men take 
no responsibility for their families and that they control their women. Nasir 
smiled. He called to his wife Farah, who was standing some ten meters away, 
talking with a friend: “Farah, come here!” She looked at him, finished her 
conversation, and walked over to us. With smiling eyes, Nasir asked her, “In 
our culture, is it the man or the woman that controls the other?” 

“Outside the home, the man controls,” Farah replied. “But inside the home, 
the woman controls.” 

“See?” Nasir said, looking at me and laughing.  
This conversation between Nasir, Farah, and me invokes cultural expecta-

tions, such as those that mandate men to contribute to the household through 
paid employment. Needless to say, however, one should not take Farah’s 
words too seriously, nor generalize too hastily from Nasir’s experience; peo-
ple from Egypt (if that is what Nasir meant by the words “in our culture”) do 
not necessarily share Nasir and Farah’s belief that women control the house-
hold while men are in charge outside the household domain. 

What the interaction with Nasir and Farah does illustrate, though, is that 
the experience of being confined to one’s home is not only a female experi-
ence. Nasir’s remarks suggest that male feelings of confinement and frustra-
tion should be taken seriously as well. Such confinement is not necessarily 
related to any “cultural background,” as Ingela and her friends seemed to be-
lieve, but was to a large extent an effect of the legally precarious situation of 
waiting that refugees find themselves in. While waiting a decision from the 
migration authorities, Nasir, Farah, Aisha, and Kamili were all subjected to 
the structural constraints of not being allowed to work and not being entitled 
to any formal education. They were also living in places where social activities 
were relatively scarce. Therefore, many people enjoyed any and all opportu-
nities to just get out of the house and meet others. They wanted more oppor-
tunity and more activity, not less. And this desire was certainly not exclusive 
to women.   

Productive waiting 
The scholarly literature on welcome culture tends to emphasize one of two 
perspectives. On the one hand, the engagement that arose in 2015 has been 
interpreted in line with thoughts developed in critical research on humanitari-
anism, underscoring the fact that humanitarian organizations and practices of-
ten pretend to be “apolitical” or “neutral” whereas they in fact are often deeply 
entangled with oppressive structures and reproduce social hierarchization 
(Ticktin 2016). 
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In their research on volunteers who helped refugees in Germany in 2015 
anthropologist Larrissa Fleischmann and sociologist Elias Steinhilper have 
adopted such a critical stance. They show that volunteers were less keen to 
help certain groups of people suspected of not “deserving” asylum in Ger-
many, such as African refugees and single young men. The volunteers com-
pared these groups to people from Syria or other war-torn countries who were 
considered more deserving of help. The German volunteers followed by 
Fleischmann and Steinhilper not only discriminated against certain groups, 
but they also reproduced a general discourse about certain groups suspected 
of being “bogus refugees” (Fleischmann and Steinhilper 2017:21). In this way, 
welcoming initiatives becomes part of reproducing social hierarchies. 

On the other hand, scholars have argued that many of the initiatives that 
arose throughout Europe in 2015 were different from traditional humanitarian 
aid. Migration scholars Robin Vandevoordt and Gert Verschraegen, for exam-
ple, claim that in one initiative they followed, the volunteers managed to es-
tablish relations that were horizontal rather than vertical. Moreover, the re-
searchers observed a self-critical consciousness among the volunteers, who 
carefully considered how they might avoid reproducing asymmetrical rela-
tions of power. In one example, the volunteers instituted a policy to not give 
money to the refugees because it would give rise to relations of dependency. 
Vandevoordt and Verschraegen propose that this kind of conscious, horizontal 
engagement represents a form of “subversive humanitarianism” (Vandevoordt 
and Verschraegen 2019). 

The scholarly literature on welcome culture thus presents two opposing 
camps: scholars who criticize the welcome culture of 2015 for reproducing 
and cementing power structures, and scholars who emphasize how these ini-
tiatives undermined conventional power structures and created new horizontal 
relationships. It should be clear by now, however, that this issue is not really 
an either-or question. The welcome culture in Avesta contained elements that 
were compassionate and repressive, subversive and oppressive, humanitarian 
and securitarian. At the Meeting Ground, I noticed a paternalism based on a 
moral hierarchy where feminism was promoted as a norm that the refugee 
women who attended the initiative should learn and, ideally, adopt. Moreover, 
it is possible to say that both ASC and the Meeting Ground were “compensat-
ing for a failure of the state” to deliver activities to refugees, to use the words 
of migration scholar Ludger Pries (2019:2). Both ASC and the Meeting 
Ground both taught refugees the Swedish language and educated them about 
Swedish laws and norms. One could therefore say that these initiatives were 
productive in the sense that they disciplined refugees to become more com-
patible with the Swedish job market and broader society.  

But the initiatives were also productive for those who attended ASC and 
the Meeting Ground, for at least three reasons. First, the initiatives provided 
opportunities for people to get out of their homes and do something with their 
time while they waited for their legally precarious situation to resolve. In this 
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sense, the initiatives represented moments of “timepass” (Jeffrey 2010), mo-
ments where people could forget about and cope with both the anxiety and 
tediousness of their waiting. Second, the initiatives helped people gain skills 
and knowledge that could be useful in the future. Third, people who attended 
ASC and the Meeting Ground received practical and emotional support from 
the teachers, the organizers, and other attendees, something which was highly 
valued by refugees who attended the initiatives.  

I have demonstrated that the welcome culture of Avesta not only repro-
duced social and moral hierarchies but also contributed to the shaping and re-
shaping of a broader sociality in Avesta. New practices, interactions and social 
relations emerged, and emotional bonds and feelings of responsibility devel-
oped. Organizers, teachers, volunteers, and attendees alike cultivated a sense 
of familiarity. I witnessed several instances of both solidarity, such as when 
Gunilla helped Kamila with her daughter’s bicycle, and conviviality, such as 
in the kitchen at ASC where people discussed Sweden’s increasingly restric-
tive immigration politics, laughed at comedy clips, and comforted each other 
when they were feeling down. At the Meeting Ground and ASC, people could 
participate in “social time”—which, in Malkki’s view, is the opposite of feel-
ing lonely and socially isolated—instead of merely enduring the situation of 
waiting (Malkki 2015:160). 

For many refugees in Avesta, these (and similar) initiatives were also part 
of making their everyday experience of waiting under socially, legally, and 
financially precarious conditions less tedious and arduous.  
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Chapter 5. Longing with patience 

Rachel, the Eritrean woman we met in Chapter 3, is out of breath after having 
walked up the five flights of stairs to her apartment. With one hand pressed 
against the small of her back, she unlocks the front door. She gestures for me 
to step inside, and when we have taken off our shoes and placed them neatly 
by the door, she shows me around. I quickly take in the main room, which 
serves as both living room and bedroom. Rachel has taped two colorful posters 
of Jesus with friendly smile and glimmering eyes on the wall. On a table next 
to her bed is a photograph of a girl around the age of seven.  

After this little tour, Rachel tells me to take seat at the small table in her 
kitchen. It is a hot summer day in 2018, and Rachel is wearing a pink and 
purple dress which accentuates her swollen belly. She is due to give birth in a 
few weeks. She prepares tea for both of us and, with obvious effort, sits down 
in the chair opposite me. Waving away my words of concern about her back, 
she tells me that there is something else, apart from her aching back, that is 
causing her great pain: Rachel has a daughter back in Eritrea whom she has 
not seen for nine years. 

For eight years, Rachel struggled to reach Sweden, collecting money, mak-
ing contacts, planning, traveling. She had hoped that arriving in Sweden would 
mean the end of her journey. She had heard rumors that Sweden was a gener-
ous country where one could resettle and easily be permitted family reunifi-
cation. One year and three months after her arrival, in February 2017, Rachel 
received asylum as a “refugee” in accordance with the Refugee Convention. 
Her new temporary residence permit would have to be renewed after three 
years.  

Rachel now hoped that the Swedish authorities would allow her to bring 
her daughter to Sweden.  

Anyone who receive residence permit can apply for “family reunification,” 
which allows underaged children, parents, and spouses to be reunited with 
their family members in Sweden and receive a residence permit of their own. 
In a comparative study of family reunification legislation in European coun-
tries, political scientist Karin Borevi found that Sweden had one of the most 
generous policies prior to 2015. Sweden did not require that incoming family 
members learn the language before they arrived, which was the case in 
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Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, France, and Den-
mark.40 Additionally, in contrast to most other European countries, Sweden 
did not charge a fee from people applying for family reunification (Borevi 
2018).  

People who immigrated as part of the family reunification scheme repre-
sented a relatively large group of refugees who received residence permit in 
the country.41 It is not surprising, therefore, that the 2015 measures to restrict 
immigration to Sweden included the reduction of family reunification as well. 
With the 2015-16 changes, family reunification was affected in two major 
ways.  

First, the Swedish Alien’s Act already stipulated that only people with per-
manent residence permit, or people who had “well founded prospects of being 
permitted a permanent residence permit” (bedöms ha välgrundade utsikter att 
beviljas ett permanent uppehållstillstånd) qualified for family reunification 
(SFS 2005:716, chapter 5, §3). The implementation of temporary residence 
permits in 2016 disqualified for family reunification all those who received a 
thirteen-month permit.42 

Secondly, refugees were previously exempted from a maintenance require-
ment stating that, in order to qualify for family reunification, immigrants must 
have a steady income and an apartment large enough to accommodate the in-
coming family members. The exemption for refugees from the maintenance 
requirement was removed in 2016. Moreover, the requirements were broad-
ened so that the sponsor would need not only to be able to provide for him- or 
herself but also for the other family members coming to Sweden.43  

These restrictive measures did not apply for people who received residence 
permit on the Refugee Convention grounds (see page 48) if an application for 
family reunification was registered within three months after the sponsor re-
ceived the residence permit (Bech, Borevi and Mouritsen 2017:16). The ap-
plication could be filed in either at a Swedish embassy or online, through the 
Swedish Migration Agency website. Many refugees who received residence 
permit in Sweden found it difficult to understand these rules, however, and 
therefore missed out the opportunity to bypass the restrictive criteria for fam-
ily reunification (see Nygren and Ershammar 2020). This was the case for 
Rachel, who did not initially realize that she would need to register a specific 

 
40 In these countries, people who had obtained asylum due to the Geneva Convention of 1951 
were exempted from this requirement (but not people who had obtained asylum due to “subsid-
iary protection” or the like).  
41 In 2015, 16,251 refugees received residence permit in Sweden through “family reunification” 
(familjeåterförening). The number of refugees who received residence permit through an asy-
lum application was, in 2015, 36,462 (Migrationsverket 2016a). 
42 In 2018, 3,984, or around 27% of all who obtained asylum received a thirteen-months permit 
(Migrationsverket 2018b) 
43 According to a law change called “Temporary restrictions Regarding the Possibilities of Re-
ceiving Residence permit in Sweden” (Lag om tillfälliga begränsningar om möjligheten att få 
uppehållstillstånd i Sverige, SFS 2016:752, 9§).  



 

 98 

application herself through a web form, before the three months had passed 
and it was too late. 

The relief that she felt upon receiving residence permit therefore took a 
knock when she learned from her case officer that in order to qualify for family 
reunification, she needed to be able to financially provide for herself, for Sa-
lem, and for her soon-to-be-born baby, as well as needing to have a “dwelling 
of sufficient size and standard” (SFS 2016:752, 9§).  

Rachel was unemployed, and it was obvious from even a cursory glance 
that the one-room apartment in which we were now drinking tea would never 
satisfy Swedish regulations regarding sufficient space for three people (Sa-
lem’s father was dead, Rachel told me, and the father of the unborn baby was 
not clear to me, since she did not want to talk about it. She did tell me, how-
ever, that she did not want the father living with her and her family).  

When I asked Rachel to describe how she felt in Sweden, she remarked 
that “Sweden is too cold.” I asked her whether she meant the weather or the 
people. After a few seconds, she said, “Both.” Rachel missed Eritrea: it is 
“warmer than Sweden,” she said.  

“My country is beautiful, we have no stress,” she said rhapsodically, seem-
ing to momentarily forget the horrors that led her to flee her country. She said 
she wanted to go back. But Eritrean law states that a person like Rachel who 
returns from an illegal emigration can be sentenced to prison for five years 
(EUAA 2015:54). Reports have also shown that people who return after an 
illegal departure are commonly subjected to torture (EUAA 2019:53). Though 
aware of these facts about one of the most totalitarian and brutal dictatorships 
in existence, Rachel nevertheless expressed a clear longing for her home coun-
try. 

Longing, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is “having a yearn-
ing desire” for someone or something (OED n.d.). Longing obviously has a 
temporal dimension and can be seen as a particular type of desirous waiting. 
In psychoanalytic understanding, however, the object of desire, as cultural 
theorist Lauren Berlant points out, should not be understood as “a thing (or 
even a relation) but as a cluster of promises magnetized by a thing that appears 
as an object but is really a scene in the psychoanalytic sense” (Berlant 
2011:15, emphasis added).  

The things, people, or landscapes that form part of the scene of one’s long-
ing are different from “real” things, people, and landscapes. Studies on dias-
poras have shown a strong tendency to romanticize one’s homeland, some-
times to such a degree that when the return home, they are disappointed by 
how different the “real” land is from their romanticized version (Pattie 1999, 
Lakha 2009). Arguably, Rachel’s longing for Eritrea was also a romanticiza-
tion of the country she once fled. The longing she felt for Eritrea, a “beautiful” 
land, free from “stress,” was an idealized version of Eritrea. 

The object of desire is not “real” but is formed on the level of fantasy. Here, 
it is important to keep in mind that the psychoanalytic understanding of 
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fantasy differs from a quotidian understanding of the concept. Fantasies, in 
psychoanalytic theory, are not the same as mere illusions, and they are not 
detached from reality. Quite the contrary, in fact: fantasies shape how people 
relate to the world around them. Fantasies “help to constitute reality,” to put 
it in the words of anthropologist Don Kulick (Kulick 2015:18).  

Fantasies nurture our desires and make us act in the world (Žižek 
1995:190). An important Freudian point is that fantasies are often uncon-
scious. As human beings, we are not always aware of the fantasies that shape 
our desires. Neither are we aware of what exactly it is in a certain fantasy that 
turns on our desire. Fantasies are fundamentally enigmatic. This means that 
human beings are often unaware of what they actually desire and therefore 
also of the underlying reasons for why they do what they do, think what they 
think, and feel the way they feel. 

From a psychoanalytic standpoint, it is therefore impossible to say exactly 
what it was in Rachel’s fantasmatic longing for Eritrea that aroused her desire. 
Neither can we conclude that she actually wanted to go back to Eritrea. What 
can be said, though, is that her idealized longing for Eritrea formed part of her 
experience of being in Sweden, a longing that seemed to be difficult for her to 
bear.  

But more than anything else, Rachel longed for her daughter, whom she 
was reminded of every morning when she woke up and looked at the photo on 
the table next to her bed.  

Anxiety 
When I got to know her, Rachel spent her weekdays at Swedish for Immi-
grants (SFI), where she was supposed to learn Swedish.  

 She was trying the best, but she told me her distress hindered her learning.  
“I always think about Salem, about my country. How can I study?” she told 

me. Even after nearly six months of education at SFI, she struggled greatly to 
turn Swedish words into sentences and to follow her Swedish teacher’s les-
sons.  

SFI teachers and Public Employment Service officers advise refugees to 
finish their SFI courses before doing anything else. There are no formal re-
strictions that prohibit refugees from applying for jobs, but Swedish integra-
tion professionals insist that “learning the language is the key to the society,” 
a phrase that has almost become a mantra; a mantra often repeated by those 
who are the recipients of the integration work.  

In spring 2018, I attended a class in SFI. At that time, many of the students 
were from Syria, a country marked by intense battles between different coun-
tries, rebel militias, and terror-classified organizations like ISIS. Many had 
relatives who remained in war zones and they were very anxious about their 
relatives’ safety. They constantly kept themselves updated on the latest news 
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by checking their smartphones, reading newspapers, and watching video clips 
on social media.  

Haydar, a middle-aged Kurdish man who grew up in the mountains of the 
northern Syria, was one of the SFI students worrying about relatives left in 
Syria. I often saw him with earphones in his ears and later learned that he 
enjoyed listening to Kurdish music whenever he could. With the help of 
Google Translate, Haydar told me that his sister Gulaw was volunteering as a 
soldier in the women’s brigade of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), an 
alliance consisting of Kurdish, Assyrian/Syriac, and Arab groups. SDF had 
successfully fought ISIS in the northern and Eastern Syria and had, after this 
victory, established an autonomous administration called Rojava. In spring 
2018, however, Turkey responded forcefully to the growing Kurdish influence 
in northern Syria. Only days before we spoke, Turkish forces reached Afrin, 
a city in Rojava, and attacked it from both land and air. Gulaw, Haydar’s sister, 
was in Afrin, and he had just received a message the day before that she had 
been shot in the leg. Haydar was plagued by the thoughts of his sister in great 
danger, and his anxiety about Gulaw kept him awake at night. He told me that 
whenever he did manage to fall asleep, his nightmares often woke him up.  

Haydar was also worried about Zanya, a woman he had married just a cou-
ple of months before he had left her among Kurdish rebels in the mountains 
of northern Iraq. The couple had fled to these mountains in 2012, when the 
civil war in Syria broke out. 

Haydar arrived in Sweden on November 28, 2015, four days after prime 
minister Löfvén had announced that Sweden needed “breathing space.”  

In Chapter 2, I noted that Syrian cases were considered relatively easy for 
the Swedish Migration Agency to investigate. The only thing that Syrians 
needed to quality for “subsidiary protection” was proof of their Syrian iden-
tity. For Haydar, however, identity was precisely the issue, because the au-
thorities suspected that his Syrian passport was forged. However, after two 
“language tests” that assessed his Kurmanji dialect, the authorities concluded 
that Haydar’s dialect indeed was spoken in northern Syria and that his claim 
of Syrian nationality was most likely true. After two years and two months of 
waiting in the asylum process, Haydar was granted subsidiary protection.  

To Haydar’s great disappointment, however, the residence permit was lim-
ited to thirteen months. This meant that he was now waiting to yet again pre-
sent his case to the Migration Agency and have his claims for asylum investi-
gated. Like many others I met who had also received a thirteen-month permit, 
Haydar worried about the time limitation. Would he ever feel secure in Swe-
den, safe in the knowledge that he could stay? he wondered. 

Compounding his stress was Zanya’s situation. Haydar was both sad and 
angry about not being allowed to reunite with his wife. This frustration was 
amplified when he observed how other Syrians around him were reuniting 
with their families. This happened to Mursil, a Syrian-Kurdish man whom 
Haydar had gotten to know during his stay in Dalahästen camping site, a 
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temporary asylum center set up outside central Avesta in 2012. Mursil’s case 
was easier than Haydar’s. Mursil arrived in Sweden a few days after Haydar, 
but his case was investigated and finalized within seven months, at the end of 
June 2016, and his asylum approved before the new law changes were imple-
mented. Mursil therefore received a permanent residence permit, which qual-
ified him for family reunification and allowed him to bring his wife over from 
Syria. Mursil now had a job at a car workshop in Avesta, where he lived with 
his wife. 

Haydar experienced something anthropologist Ghassan Hage terms “mo-
bility envy” (Hage 2009). Watching his friend advancing in life was so diffi-
cult to cope with that he stopped seeing Mursil. As Haydar said, he simply 
“couldn’t stand seeing Mursil so happy with his wife.” Haydar knew that it 
was not Mursil’s fault that Mursil had something that Haydar himself also 
longed for—being together with his beloved life partner. He knew the differ-
ence in their outcomes was due to Swedish immigration control treating their 
cases differently. But this did not take away his feelings of envy.  

Haydar often complained how lonely he was in Sweden, since he was not 
able to be with the people he loved: his wife, his sister, and his parents. 

Haydar was very angry at Swedish authorities, outraged at how “very un-
fair” (mycket orättvist) it was that Mursil, who arrived in Sweden after he did, 
could have his case processed and finished so quickly.  

Haydar knew that “getting established”—by which he meant acquiring em-
ployment—is a prerequisite for applying for permanent residency in Sweden, 
which would then qualify him for family reunification with his wife Zanya. 
But the stress and frustration he felt in Sweden, and his anxious longing for 
Zanya, made it difficult for him to focus on his SFI studies, which in turn 
impaired his ability to learn the language and get a job.  

Endurance 
People experience longing differently. The experience of longing depends not 
only on the current situation of the person who is longing and the situation of 
the person longed for, but also on previous experiences, age, mental health, 
and many other factors. What can be studied ethnographically, however, are 
the ways in which people express longing, how they respond to it, and how 
they cope with it.  

One way in which people express and cope with anxious longing is by shar-
ing it with others. I noticed this among several of my refugee acquaintances 
during my fieldwork in Avesta.  

One day I was invited to Haydar’s home. He shared a two-room apartment 
in Krylbo with a Kurdish man who was employed at one of the pizzerias in 
Avesta. After the SFI class I drove us the five kilometers from central Avesta 
down to Krylbo. Haydar guided me to a red brick building built in the early 
sixties, located in the same “problematic” area as Rachel’s apartment (see 
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Chapter 3). We walked up two flights of stairs, and Haydar opened a door next 
to an enormous stack of papers over a meter tall. An intense odor of cigarettes 
met us in the apartment. Haydar walked directly to the balcony door and 
opened it, complaining to me that his roommate, who was apparently not 
home, always smoked inside.  

Haydar showed me where he slept, a thin mattress on the floor in the living 
room. His roommate slept in the only bedroom. As we went into the kitchen, 
Haydar put some Kurdish music on his smartphone, this time with the ear-
phones unplugged so that I too could listen. A melancholy voice accompanied 
by a string instrument called tembûr flowed out of the phone’s speaker.  

As Haydar began preparing the meal—fried rice and chicken with copious 
spices—two of his friends, Jahid and Fahil, appeared. I had met both shortly 
before and knew that they too, like Hadyar, were Kurds from northern Syria. 
I asked how they were doing.  

“It’s okay,” Jahid answered, but from his sunken posture, distressed facial 
expression, and restrained tone, I could sense that things really were not very 
okay.  

Fahil then explained that Jahid’s parents were living in a part of Afrin under 
attack by the Turkish army and that he had not heard anything from them over 
the past few days. Jahid was extremely worried, and Fahil told me that his 
friend had slept only one hour the previous night. 

When Haydar finished cooking, he asked us to sit around the small kitchen 
table. As Haydar served up the food, Fahil showed me a video clip of bombs 
falling on Afrin. In the clip, people were running around in panic, crying, 
screaming, and praying. The video was less than an hour old, Fahil told me, 
and filmed in the area where Jahid’s parents lived. After viewing the video, 
Haydar, Jahid, and Fahil seemed to lose their appetite. Their gazes were 
empty, and they did not touch the food.  

Things got quiet, and the atmosphere became tense. Feeling uncomforta-
ble, I broke the silence by asking gingerly:  

“Haydar is a good chef, isn’t he?” 
“Yes, very good,” Fahil and Jahid answered. And this opened up a conver-

sation about Kurdish cuisine, which seemed to help the three forget their grief 
for a moment. 

 
Although Haydar told me that he was “so lonely in Sweden,” I often saw him 
with other people. He shared an apartment with another man; he went to SFI 
during the weekdays; he spent time hanging out with Kurdish friends. In my 
view, Haydar seemed to be an active, social person. This is not to say that he 
did not, existentially speaking, feel lonely. He longed for both his sister and 
his wife. Being together with others in a similar situation was, perhaps, a way 
of relieving his loneliness and pain. But paradoxically, it was also a way to be 
reminded of the pain. By being together, by sharing meals together, Haydar 
and his friends cultivated a sense of solidarity and belonging. This belonging, 
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in their case, also bolstered their Kurdish identity as they listened to Kurdish 
music, ate Kurdish food, and watched videos of Kurdish soldiers fighting en-
emy forces. These forms of socialization can be seen as yet another instance 
of “timepass” (Jeffrey 2010), but they might also be captured by the term en-
durance.  

According to Hage, endurance is “asserting some agency over the very fact 
that one has no agency,” he writes, “by not succumbing and becoming a mere 
victim and an object in circumstances that are conspiring to make a total 
agentless victim and object out of you” (Hage 2009:101). Endurance repre-
sents the ability to “wait out” a difficult situation without losing one’s temper 
and pride, but it entails no ambitions of changing the situation, neither on a 
social nor a personal level (Khosravi 2017:212; Procupez 2015:53; Hasselberg 
2016:102). What I observed at Haydar’s place was a collective form of endur-
ance: Haydar and his friends received emotional and moral support from each 
other while in a situation they had very little control over. By sharing their 
time, worry, and pain with each other, they could perhaps more easily wait out 
the agonizing situation they were caught in.  

Patience 
In studies of migration, scholars often tend to diminish migrants’ willpower. 
“Lacking any kind of choice or option,” anthropologist Shahram Khosravi 
writes in his book ‘Illegal’ Traveller, migrants are frequently represented as 
mere “victims of socio-political structures” (Khosravi 2010:13). Koshravi ar-
gues that it is important to notice that even in the “most reactive/forced migra-
tory situations, people have more choice and elements of agency than migra-
tion theory allows” (Khosravi 2010:13).  

The migrants I worked with all possessed a high degree of agency. It must 
not be forgotten or downplayed that people like Rachel, for example, had man-
aged to cross several of the world’s most dangerous borders. For Rachel, the 
journey had taken more than eight years. She had endured five long years in 
Sudan in very difficult and dangerous circumstances. But she had managed to 
continue her journey, fuelled by willpower and bolstered by her ability to so-
cialize and build networks with other Eritreans. That Rachel managed to reach 
Sweden is evidence—if anything—of her agency, evidence that she was not 
just a “victim.”  

One way to avoid representing people in precarious situations as mere vic-
tims is to focus on how they cope with their situation and what they do to 
enhance it (Procupez 2015; Mountz 2011; Bendixsen 2020; Cheng 2022). 

This is an approach promoted by anthropologist Valeria Procupez, who 
worked with poor social justice activists in Buenos Aires, Argentina. The peo-
ple Procupez studied lived in so-called welfare hotels under precarious condi-
tions, where both their dwellings and the state subsidies they received for rent 
could be withdrawn at any moment (Procupez 2015). 
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 Some of the people Procupez followed formed a grassroots organization 
that worked to improve the living conditions of its members. The activists 
successfully convinced some local bureaucrats to approve their plan to turn an 
old warehouse into permanent housing for the organization’s members, even 
though it was, after years of struggle, uncertain whether the plan ever would 
be realized. Dealing with the authorities frequently involved tedious waiting, 
Procupez shows, a process which demanded a great deal of patience from the 
activists. Patience, as Procupez writes, is not just about withstanding and 
“waiting out” difficult situations; it’s not the same as endurance. Patience, ra-
ther, is an agential disposition that involves “the collective acceptance to work 
toward an objective in the long term”—by joining a grassroots organization, 
for example (Procupez 2015:62).  

In contrast to endurance, patience, in Procupez’ understanding of the term, 
is a modality of waiting that entails a transformation of passive time into prac-
tical action.  

Dealing with bureaucracy 
A youth organization called Ung i Sverige (“Young in Sweden”) is similar to 
the kind of grassroots engagement that Procupez is interested in. Ung i Sverige 
was formed by Afghan youths in the summer of 2017 to oppose deportation 
of young refugees from Afghanistan.  

In 2015, 35,369 unaccompanied minors arrived in Sweden and applied for 
asylum. Of these, 23,480 were from Afghanistan (Migrationsverket 2016b). 
As was made clear in Chapter 2, Afghan asylum applicants were among the 
groups down-prioritized in the Migration Agency’s new fast-track system. 
One consequence of this change was that Afghan cases took longer to process. 
This, in turn, resulted in a situation where a large proportion of those who 
arrived as minors in 2015 turned eighteen before their cases were finished, 
reducing their chances of receiving asylum. Because applications of unaccom-
panied refugees under the age of eighteen are adjudicated with special consid-
eration to what is in the best interest of the child, children thus have a greater 
chance of receiving asylum, generally speaking, compared with adult asylum 
applicants.44  

In the summer of 2017, many of the Afghan youths who arrived as minors 
in 2015 received their decision from the Migration Agency. Of those who 
were still children at the time, 4,253 were granted asylum and 963 were re-
jected (Migrationsverket 2017a). These numbers do not include those turned 
eighteen after registering their application, and there is no available infor-
mation regarding how many of the adult cases decided upon in 2017 were 

 
34 In 2017, the approval rate for unaccompanied Afghans under the age of eighteen was 78%. 
The approval rate for adults—and for families with children who arrived in Sweden with at 
least one of their parents—was 37% (Migrationsverket 2017a). 
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registered by minors who had turned eighteen during the asylum process. One 
state investigation estimated, however, that there were at least 9,000 Afghan 
youths who had arrived as unaccompanied minors but been rejected asylum 
in Sweden between November 2015 and April 2018 (Regeringen 2018). As 
noted in Chapter 1 of this thesis, the example of unaccompanied minors turn-
ing eighteen during the course of the asylum process is one example in which 
waiting generates further waiting, showing how waiting can become an active 
element of immigration control by reducing people’s chances of receiving res-
idence permit. 

Ung i Sverige protested against the Swedish state’s rejection of young peo-
ple’s asylum applications. The organization initiated a two-month-long sit-
down strike in central Stockholm that managed to gain both media attention 
and the interest of politicians in Parliament and the government (Harling, 
Samadi, and Saadat 2021). Ung i Sverige received support from a number of 
well-established immigration rights groups teachers, social workers, and other 
people who had somehow become engaged in the situation of young refugees 
in Sweden (Fridell Anter 2021:453; Stoppa utvisningarna till Afghanistan! 
2018). The political campaign led the Swedish government, a coalition run by 
the Social Democratic Party and the Green Party, with support from the Left 
Party and the Center Party, to propose a change in the immigration law for 
unaccompanied minors who had been rejected asylum. In June 2018, the im-
migration law was amended so that the 9,000 young refugees would receive 
temporary residence permit that covered their time in high school (Sveriges 
Riksdag 2018:57).  

Procupez lists two criteria that constitute patience as a way of dealing with 
waiting in precarious situations. First, patience entails the practical action of 
working towards a future goal. Second, it involves doing so with others, re-
sulting in a “formation of a collective subjectivity,” she writes (2015:63). Ung 
i Sverige clearly fulfilled both criteria. But Ung i Sverige was located in Stock-
holm, a major city with a population of 1.5 million people, situated 160 kilo-
meters south of Avesta.  

The refugees I followed did not become collectively organized in the same 
way as the members of Ung i Sverige and Procupez’ informants did. Despite 
this, I nevertheless think there are good reasons to consider their struggles in 
Sweden in terms of patience.  

Rachel struggled to be reunited with her now ten-year-old daughter, Salem, 
something that required her to have an apartment big enough to accommodate 
her family. To achieve this goal, Rachel booked an appointment with a physi-
cian, who wrote her a note on official stationery stating that she had severe 
problems with her back. The note recommended that Rachel avoid stairs, 
which would risk worsening her condition. Therefore, the note stated, Rachel 
should either be given an apartment with an elevator or an apartment on the 
ground floor.  
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Like the activists studied by Procupez, Rachel’s project of finding a differ-
ent apartment and of making herself eligible for family reunification involved 
dealing with bureaucracy and authorities and required her to find different 
ways to navigate the socio-legal hindrances she encountered at every turn. She 
hoped that her doctor’s note would convince the housing company, Krylbo 
Housing, to provide her with another apartment. She took the certificate to the 
company’s office but was told that nothing could be done: they could not just 
move tenants around randomly, she learned. Krylbo Housing advised her to 
find someone willing to swap apartments with her. If she did that, the company 
would approve the swap.  

Rachel immediately reached out to her contacts in Avesta. She visited 
friends and friends of friends, going door to door. Only a few weeks later, she 
managed to convince an Eritrean man living in Krylbo to swap apartments. 
This new apartment was located on the ground level, but more importantly, it 
was bigger—big enough to fulfil one of the criteria for family reunification. 
Rachel now had one less practical hurdle to think about, and she was happy 
when she told me that she was one step closer to being reunited with her 
daughter.   

Even though Rachel knew that her chances to be reunited with Salem in 
the near future were not great, she made use of her waiting to work towards 
the dream of being with her daughter. She kept herself occupied with tasks 
like getting the doctor’s note and taking it to the housing office. One can argue, 
therefore, that she exhibited patience—which, to recall Procupez, is the pro-
ductive ability to work practically towards future aims during times of wait-
ing. 

The example of Rachel illustrates that people do not necessarily have to 
get involved in grassroots organizations or become activists to exhibit pa-
tience. Sometimes, the greatest struggles are fought in solitude on a very mun-
dane level. For Rachel, working patiently towards future goals made it easier 
for her to cope with her situation in the present. It also gave her hope for the 
future.  

Waiting well 
If Rachel made use of her contacts among Eritreans, other refugees focused 
on trying to get “established in Sweden” in ways they had learned from SFI 
and from initiatives like the Meeting Ground and Avesta Solidarity Center. 
This was the case with Ibrahim, a jovial man from Syria who I first met in 
May 2018 at a language café arranged by Marita and Berit, two Swedish-born 
women in their seventies. Berit had spoken warmly about Ibrahim: “He takes 
care of my garden,” she told me. “He’s such a nice guy!”

Over a cup of coffee and a sweet cinnamon roll at the language café, Ibra-
him told me that his eldest son, fifteen-year-old Jamal, had left Syria in May 
2015 and reached Sweden in September of the same year. He explained that 
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after two-and-a-half years at Grankotten, the facility where unaccompanied 
minors lived, Jamal received a permanent residence permit. As a minor, Jamal 
was permitted to bring his family to Sweden as part of the reunification pro-
vision, so his father Ibrahim, his mother Amina, and his two younger siblings, 
Wahil and Aisha, arrived Sweden in early 2018 and were now living tempo-
rarily in an apartment that the municipality of Avesta had arranged for them.  

One sibling, however, was left behind: nineteen-year-old Nadia. Nadia still 
lived in Syria, Ibrahim told me with sorrow. Nadia had turned eighteen only a 
few weeks before Jamal received his residency decision and was no longer 
considered a minor according to Swedish law. She was therefore excluded 
from the reunification clause and could not follow her parents and siblings to 
Sweden.  

Nadia stayed behind and lived with Ibrahim’s sister and her family in the 
outskirts of Damascus, which was still controlled by the Syrian state. Only 
twenty kilometers away, however, the Syrian army was bombing an area con-
trolled by rebel militias, an operation that forced thousands of people to flee 
their homes every week. Ibrahim often talked about Nadia with me. Once he 
told me that Nadia was the child that he loved the most, perhaps because she 
was his first child or perhaps because she was the only child who not was with 
him. Nadia was a strong young woman, Ibrahim said, but he was afraid that 
she would be injured or killed by bombs or, even worse, that ISIS would gain 
control over the area she was in and that she would become enslaved under 
their fundamentalist rules. 

Ibrahim had spoken with an officer at the Migration Agency who informed 
him that it would be difficult for him to bring Nadia to Sweden, but that a 
small chance nevertheless remained—a chance that require he secure a per-
manent residency in Sweden. The officer was referring to a paragraph in the 
Alien’s Act that states that it is possible (but not guaranteed) for immigrants 
with residence permits to reunite with children even when these children are 
above the age of eighteen if: a) that child “had been part of the same house-
hold” (ingått i samma hushåll) as the sponsor, and b) if there was a “particular 
relation of dependency between the relatives” (särskilt beroendeförhållande 
mellan släkingarna)—a dependency that must have “already existed in the 
homeland” (som fanns redan i hemlandet) (SFS 2005:716, Chapter 5, §3 a). 
In June 2016, this option was restricted further, applying only to people who 
had received permanent residency in Sweden (SFS 2016:752, 6§). And, as 
should be clear by now, to qualify for permanent residency, Ibrahim would 
need both an apartment or house and steady employment. 

Ibrahim was now focused on getting a job. He was an engineer by training 
and had worked as a team leader at a power plant before civil war broke out 
in 2012.  

After our first meeting at Marita and Berit’s language café, Ibrahim invited 
me to his home. So a few days later, I found myself sitting inside his three-
room apartment in an area just west of Avesta. The family was allowed to stay 
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in this publicly-provided accommodation for six months, after which they 
were expected to find their own place.  

During my visit, Ibrahim showed me his impressive CV. On a printed doc-
ument five pages long, I could read that he had earned a masters’ degree in 
engineering from the University of Aleppo, had gained over 25 years of expe-
rience working at different companies in the energy sector, and had worked at 
a power plant in Saudi Arabia for a year.  

As we drank tea and snacked on almonds and raisins while his two young-
est children, Wahil and Aisha, played video-games on the television, Ibrahim 
asked me if I could help him translate his CV from English to Swedish. I said 
I could try, pulled out my laptop, put it on the living room table next to Wahil 
and Aisha, and started to work on the translation. Translating the CV was dif-
ficult, not only because Wahil and Aisha were noisily crashing video game 
cars but also because the CV contained many technical terms that I had never 
heard of before. It took me more than an hour and a half to produce a prelim-
inary translation of the document, but I told him I would have to go through it 
once more before he could use it. Ibrahim was very thankful for my help and 
said he would invite me for dinner at the end of the week.  

I made some adjustments to the CV before emailing it to Ibrahim the next 
day. When I visited to him again a couple of days later, he had already sent 
the CV to a few companies in the area and was waiting to hear from them, 
hoping to be invited for a job interview.  

Besides reaching out to potential employers, I also noted that Ibrahim 
seemed very eager to learn about Sweden. He visited two of the language cafés 
in Avesta regularly and seized these opportunities to get advice on various 
things, including how he ought to behave in order to get a job in Sweden, how 
he should think about education for his children in order to optimize their fu-
ture careers, and in which town it would be wise to settle. 

Ibrahim had a residence permit and therefore studied at SFI. Students in 
these classes were not only supposed to practice the Swedish language but 
were also expected to learn about Swedish society and culture as well. During 
my visits to Ibrahim, I sensed that he took SFI’s teaching seriously.  

The second time I was invited to Ibrahim’s apartment, he told me that he 
had learned in his SFI class that Swedish people like to celebrate the autumn 
by eating crayfish. 

“Do you like crayfish?” he asked me curiously.  
“Oh yes,” I answered honestly.  
A couple of days later I was invited to Ibrahim’s house. To my surprise, he 

had persuaded his wife Amina to prepare Swedish crayfish.  
As a bowl of red crustaceans plucked out of a cardboard packet was placed 

on the kitchen table, it was obvious that no one in Ibrahim’s family had the 
slightest idea what to do next. Ibrahim, his wife, and their three children gath-
ered around me as I showed them how to extract the tiny pieces of meat from 
the creature’s claws and tail. As I demonstrated how to suck out the juices 
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through the front arms, both Ibrahim and I laughed, perhaps because of the 
primitive manners required for such a task. 

The children refused to try the crayfish, possibly because of the fishy smell 
or maybe crayfish look a lot like giant insects. Amina tasted a piece but said 
she did not like it. To Ibrahim’s obvious disappointment, the crayfish party 
ended up consisting of him and me. And from his slightly pained facial ex-
pressions, I perceived that Ibrahim was not entirely enthralled with crayfish 
either. But after downing several crayfish in the way I had taught him to do, 
he asked me, smilingly: “Am I a Swede now?” 

“Not yet,” I laughed. “First, you must learn how to eat surströmming.”45  
 

From a psychoanalytic standpoint, fantasies motivate people to act in different 
ways. Fantasies about a “good life,” about the American dream, for example, 
might make people work hard to build careers. Fantasies, therefore, are a 
structuring force in society and are effective in reproducing obedience (Gly-
nos and Stavrakakis 2008:268).  

People’s desires are formed through a plethora of fantasies that they en-
counter in books, movies, video games, media, social media, narratives, be-
liefs, and images that circulate in society. Clearly, institutions like SFI and 
language cafés play a role in creating and reshaping migrants’ fantasies, in the 
psychoanalytic sense, about life in Sweden. 

Ibrahim’s half-joking question, if he was “a Swede now,” can be seen also 
as an expression of a longing for a “good life” in Sweden, an expression of a 
longing for belonging in “Sweden.” To reach such belonging, Ibrahim seemed 
to play the role of a “good migrant,” as he had been taught by SFI and by 
Berit, Marita, me, and others. 

To what extent Ibrahim actually wanted to identify with “Swedes” is of 
course impossible to say. But clearly, the fantasmatic narratives about 
“Swedes” and “Swedishness” that he encountered at SFI made him act in cer-
tain ways.   

The practice of inviting a researcher like me for a crayfish party can be 
interpreted in several ways, however. For any traveler in a new context, trying 
out local dishes is a way to acquire new experiences, hopefully ones that re-
ward the taste buds. Inviting me for a dish that is fairly expensive, at least for 
someone who lives on subsidies (a package of 16 crayfish, 0.5 kilograms, 
which is enough for two persons, costs around 20 USD) might also be inter-
preted as part of his ambition to making friends in Sweden. Perhaps was it also 
a way of thanking me for having translated his CV a couple of days earlier, a 
way of returning a favor? 

The crayfish party also had a performative dimension. It allowed Ibrahim 
to present himself in a certain manner, as someone who shows great respect 

 
45 Fermented herring: an arcane delicacy with an intensely rotten smell that is especially popular 
in northern Sweden. 
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and interest in the culture of Sweden (just as I played the role of a “Swede” 
eager to teach immigrants the traditional “Swedish” rituals).    

 Ibrahim was not only adopting a role in relation to me personally but also 
in relation to a broader discourse about how “immigrants” ought to behave in 
Sweden in order to “get established.” Ethnologist Oscar Pripp noticed similar 
behavior from his Assyrian/Syriac informants, who spoke and conducted 
themselves during interviews as if there were an invisible “third presence” in 
the room (Pripp 1999:68; also Pripp 2001).  

Seen alongside Ibrahim’s efforts to practice Swedish and learn about Swe-
den, the crayfish party can be understood as part of a larger project of “getting 
established” in Sweden, something that in turn would enhance his chances of 
reuniting with Nadia.  

Ibrahim was naturally sad and frustrated that Nadia was not allowed to 
come to Sweden, but he did not show any resentment towards the Swedish 
state, as Haydar did. Instead, he worked hard so that one day in the future, he 
would be able to qualify for permanent residency and, hopefully, be able to 
apply for Nadia’s entry to Sweden.  

Ibrahim’s regular visits to different language cafés, and his eagerness to get 
to know Swedes and practice Swedish rituals, can therefore also be interpreted 
as a form of “patience.” 

One could also say that Ibrahim was “waiting well” in the sense that has 
been conceptualized by anthropologist Kari Anne Drangsland in her work on 
refugees with “toleration permits” (Duldung) in Germany (Drangsland 2020a; 
Drangsland 2021; Drangsland 2020b). People with toleration permits in Ger-
many often live in asylum centers, are not entitled to subsidies, have no legal 
right to travel abroad nor the ability to apply for family reunification, and are 
prohibited from working in case they do not cooperate with the authorities or 
if they come from “secure countries.”46 Drangsland highlights how the Ger-
man state rewards refugees who manage to “wait well” by complying with the 
state’s expectations through learning skills useful on the German labor market. 
One example of this is the Ausbildungduldung, a vocational training program 
that refugees with toleration permits can enroll in. The training program usu-
ally takes three years to finish, during which the refugees remain in a precari-
ous situation. If they successfully finish the program, and if they manage to 
secure employment in Germany, they can apply for a two-year work permit 
that will enable them to both travel outside the country and apply for reunifi-
cation (Drangsland 2020b). 

Ibrahim was also promised a reward if he could become a useful part of 
society (by improving his language skills, getting a job, and finding an apart-
ment that met Swedish size requirements): being reunited with Nadia. 

 
46 Countries Germany regards safe enough in order to deport people there without the deportees 
risk being subjected to persecution, violence or other treatment that qualify for protection from 
the German state. 
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Ibrahim’s main strategy of coping with his longing for his daughter—and 
working towards the realization of this desire—was to comply with the advice 
he received from Swedish authorities. His desire for a good life in Sweden, 
with all his children, compelled him to act in accordance with the expectations 
that the Swedish state put on immigrants.  

Refusing to wait well—impatience 
Not all people accept the Swedish states’ expectations on how immigrants 
ought to behave as easily as Ibrahim. Drangsland recounts an example of a 
young Afghan man named Mo who lived in Germany on a toleration permit, 
which suspended his deportation decision but did not allow him to travel, or 
apply for family reunification. Drangsland describes the desperation that Mo 
felt. When Mo asked Drangsland how he might improve his situation, she sug-
gested that he enroll in the Ausbildungsduldung, but Mo immediately rejected 
the idea, because it would mean a three-year commitment without income. 
Mo’s problem was that he needed the money right away. He could not wait, 
because his parents and siblings in Iran expected him to send money. Mo, 
therefore, made clear that he could not follow Drangsland’s advice. “Waiting 
well”—that is, complying himself with the states’ expectations—was not an 
option for him (Drangsland 2020a).  

Jahid, Haydar’s friend who was so anxious about his parents in Afrin, also 
refused to follow the normative script that the Swedish state lays out for refu-
gees. He told me he had a wife and three daughters living in Lebanon, a coun-
try to which the family fled in 2013 when ISIS started to gain power in north-
ern Syria. Jahid left his family in Lebanon in 2015, promising to reach a safe 
country in Europe where they could eventually join him. Jahid had now ac-
complished the first two parts of the plan: he had arrived Sweden and secured 
a residence permit. But he registered his asylum application after the 24 of 
November 2015, and was processed after July 2016, which meant that the re-
strictions in the Alien’s Act applied to his case. He therefore received a tem-
porary residence permit for thirteen months.  

Like Mo, Drangsland’s Afghan informant, Jahid was expected to send 
money to his family, responsible for paying for both the costs for the family’s 
apartment in Lebanon and the fees for his daughters’ schooling. To afford this, 
Jahid worked illegally, meaning that his employers did not pay tax. There was 
nothing hindering him from applying for a “proper” job in Sweden, but he told 
me that despite having tried several times, he had failed to secure employment 
the “regular” way.  

“It’s very difficult for someone like me to find a real job in Sweden,” he 
said. Jahid’s statement, that “people like him” face difficulties finding a job in 
Sweden resonates with research on racial discrimination on the Swedish labor 
market. Several studies have found that people with Arab-sounding or Middle 
Eastern-sounding names—like Jahid—face a significantly lower chance of 
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landing job interviews compared with people who have Swedish-sounding 
names (Gardell, Molina, and Wolfast 2018; Carlsson 2009; Agerström et al. 
2012; Arai and Vilhelmsson 2001; Bursell 2014).  

Finding an illegal job in the construction business, a branch known for ex-
ploiting the illegal work force in Sweden (Selberg 2013:262), was not difficult 
for Jahid, however, who had extensive experience working as a carpenter in 
Syria.  

Since Jahid arrived in Sweden in 2015, he had worked on four different 
construction sites in different parts of Sweden. His latest gig was the building 
of a fast-food restaurant in central Avesta, where he worked for more than six 
months, earning about 3,000 USD in total. Jahid did not like working illegally, 
he told me, and knew that it could potentially harm his legal right to reside in 
Sweden should the authorities find out. He also did not like working illegally 
because it did not advance his goal of bringing his family to Sweden through 
the reunification clause.   

But Jahid felt intense pressure to send money to his wife and daughters. 
Without the money, he feared, they would have to live in a refugee camp in 
Lebanon under very harsh conditions. He wanted them to live in a proper 
apartment; he wanted his daughters to go to a proper school. Jahid’s situation, 
living in Sweden on a temporary residence permit, was clearly different from 
that of Mo whose presence in the Germany was tolerated but not wanted. Jahid 
was permitted to settle in Sweden, travel abroad, and apply for family reuni-
fication, although he did not yet fulfil the criterion of being permitted to bring 
his family to Sweden. Both Mo and Jahid shared the experience of being ex-
pected from their families to act in relation to a more immediate presence ra-
ther than postponing their potential rewards to a more distant future, by work-
ing patiently. Perhaps one could say that the circumstances pressured both Mo 
and Jahid to become impatient so that they refused to follow the standard 
script of how immigrants (and others) in Sweden ought to act. They could not 
“wait well” (Drangsland 2021).  

Alternative paths for family reunification 
Haydar had his own plans for reunification with his wife Zanya, who, as I 
noted earlier, was trapped in northern Iraq. In spring 2018, he began working 
on a project to bring Zanya to another European country, where her chances 
to receive a residence permit might be better than in Sweden. If successful, 
Haydar would either move to the country that admitted Zanya or would then 
try to bring her to Sweden. After much calculation, Haydar decided that Scot-
land would be the best alternative, both because he thought that Zanya’s 
chances for being granted a residence permit were better there than in other 
European countries, and because they had relatives living in Scotland who 
agreed to let Zanya stay with them while her asylum case was under investi-
gation. To bring Zanya to Scotland, however, quite a few practical things 
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needed to be arranged. In post-2015 Europe, national borders were tighter than 
ever. The route for refugees across the Mediterranean Sea from Turkey to 
Greece, a route that Haydar had himself taken in 2015, had been made nearly 
impossible after the EU had struck a deal with Turkey in March 2016 to return 
all migrants arriving in Greece back to Turkey if they did not have permission 
to cross the Greek-Turkey border (Heck and Hess 2017). Zanya therefore ran 
a great risk of being sent back to Turkey if she was detected by the Greek 
Coast Guard, police, or other authorities. 

Having consulted several contacts, Haydar concluded that Zanya’s best 
chance to get to Scotland was by air. This required legal documentation al-
lowing her to board an airplane and pass through security controls. Without 
revealing any details, Haydar explained to me that this project involved many 
phone calls and much money. To be able to pay these costs, Haydar asked 
some of his relatives for personal loans.  

In October 2018, just after I had finished my fieldwork and three years 
after Haydar had arrived in Sweden, I saw photos of him and Zanya together. 
These photos, posted on Facebook, had been taken in Scotland. Haydar and 
Zanya had executed the first step of their plan B. Now the two would have to 
wait until the Scottish authorities investigated Zanya’s asylum application.  

For Haydar, organizing an alternative plan for family reunification was a 
way of transforming his anxious longing into a practical project. Such an ap-
proach illustrates that even under very difficult situations, where social and 
legal structures bring people into uncertain waiting under precarious condi-
tions, refugees like Haydar and Jahid are able to mobilize their willpower into 
concrete action, sometimes by creatively navigating the legal boundaries and 
obstacles that states insert as ways of regulating and reducing migration.  

While being formally denied the possibility of moving across national bor-
ders, Haydar and the brokers he paid found ways of getting Zanya through the 
tightened border regimes of Europe. In the words of critical design scholar 
Mahmoud Keshavarz, such practices of forgery and border transgression rep-
resent “subversive interventions” against the “current order of mobility” and 
central notions such as “citizenship and nation-states” (Keshavarz 2016:16). 
Perhaps one can say that they enact an alternative form of humanitarianism 
which works itself around the growing web of securitarianism. 

Productive longing 
In her article about Argentinian activists, Procupez criticizes scholars who fo-
cus too exclusively on how the state subordinates and suppresses poor people. 
In her view, the widespread focus on structural subordination ought to be com-
plemented with research attending to the agency of people who are subordi-
nated through waiting. A scholar whom she targets specifically is sociologist 
Javier Auyero who, in his book Patients of the State (2012), follows subsidy 
receivers in Buenos Aires, the same city where Procupez also conducted her 
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study. The people Auyero followed were waiting, he said, in a Kafkaesque 
situation where rules and routines kept changing from day to day. Queueing 
in long lines outside state agency offices and waiting for authorities’ responses 
about their cases made up a large part of the urban poors’ everyday lives. This 
waiting, Auyero proposed, forced people into long periods of passivity and 
into a situation where they were turned into patients of the state (Auyero 
2012). 

Procupez is critical towards Auyero on two counts. First, “his analysis in-
volves mostly individual accounts,” she says, instead of focusing on how peo-
ple support each other, build political movements, and collectively protest 
against the system which forces them to wait. Second, Procupez argues that 
Auyero’s analysis “predominantly foregrounds the action of waiting, thus 
overlooking other issues, such as what people do while they wait in order to 
try and shorten the waiting time” (Procupez 2015:62).  

It should be clear by now that the most of the people that I worked with did 
not engage in the kind of collective and political struggles that interest 
Procupez. As we have seen, however, most refugees were active in pursuing 
their individual projects in the face of unfavorable odds. This is why I think 
that Procupez’s understanding of patience—as a way of dealing with waiting 
by being practically engaged in activities directed towards future goals—is 
still useful in conceptualizing these struggles (Procupez 2015:63). 

 For most refugees in Avesta, patience involved dealing with bureaucra-
cies. For some, patience was also invested in making friends; for others, pa-
tience involved exploiting social contacts to arrange illegal travel for close 
relatives. These projects were personal, but—like the collective projects of 
Procupez informants—they made people imagine and work towards a brighter 
future for themselves and their family members.   

That the people I came to know dealt patiently with their longing by in-
vesting their time and energy in practical action does not mean that they were 
able to free themselves from their stressful and anxiety-inducing situations. 
But I also found, as did Procupez, that patience—whether individual or col-
lective—seldom leads to sustainable and satisfying solutions for the people 
who are so patient. Even Procupez concedes that the eventual fulfillment of 
hope is not what makes patience productive. Referring to Hage, who writes 
that “the moment of expectation is even more important than the moment of 
fulfillment” (Hage 2009:9), Procupez argues that patience, as hopeful projec-
tion, “might be more exhilarating, more productive” than the actual fulfillment 
of desire (Procupez 2015:63). 

I doubt that Rachel, Ibrahim, Haydar, and other refugees whose loved ones 
were scattered across continents would agree that the patient projection might 
be more “exhilarating” than the fulfillment of their desirous longing of being 
reunited with their families. I do think it is plausible, however, that their pro-
jects made them bear their situation with more hope and dignity. By working 
practically towards future aims, they both nurtured the hope of being able to 
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reunite with their relatives in the future and remained active in the present. In 
contrast to endurance—at least in Hage’s understanding, as a form of passive 
and expectation-less “waiting out” a difficult situation (Hage 2009)—patience 
is effective because it motivates the person who waits to keep struggling with, 
changing, and sometimes challenging the conditions that make up their so-
cially and legally precarious waiting. 

Clearly, state procedures are part of conditioning refugees’ experiences of 
longing. There is no doubt that the restrictions in the Alien’s Act of 2016 have 
put many often insurmountable, obstacles before refugees in Sweden that have 
kept them from fulfilling their longings. Refugees’ experience of longing in 
Sweden is marked by suffering, envy, feelings of injustice, and indignities 
partly produced by these changes.  

Dealing with authorities is for migrants a tedious, arbitrary, and often anx-
ious enterprise—an enterprise that frequently involves having one’s expecta-
tions and hopes dashed. Haydar, for example, was devastated and angry when 
he realized that his thirteen-month residence permit did not allow him to bring 
his wife Zanya to Sweden. Ibrahim, moreover, was crushed when he learned 
that Nadia was not allowed to follow the family from Syria to Sweden. But 
their hopes were not totally obliterated. They still nourish the hope of living 
in peace with their families. And in order to achieve this, they need to figure 
out and navigate the legal procedures and norms that, to a very large degree, 
structure their experience as refugees in Sweden. And—importantly—their 
small victories and steps towards succeeding in their projects also shapes their 
experience of longing in Sweden. 

In this chapter, we have encountered individuals longing for both their 
homelands and family members. Haydar for example, longed to be with his 
wife and sister, and he and his friends nurtured a romanticized longing for 
Rojava, their part of Kurdistan in northern Syria, similar to how Rachel ex-
pressed a desire to return to Eritrea. From a psychoanalytic standpoint, these 
expressions of longing cannot be taken literally. We cannot know if Rachel 
“really” wanted to go back to Eritrea, or that Haydar actually missed Rojava. 
Maybe they do not really know either. But what is clear is that longing is not 
merely a feeling that passivizes people. Longing, as a fantasy in the psycho-
analytic sense of the term, makes people act in the world and strive towards 
the realization of their desires. 

The scene of longing is also a scene of belonging, of seeking belonging. 
Interesting here is that this search for belonging—with their family mem-
bers—sometimes produced a new form of belonging in Sweden. Haydar, for 
example, sought support by spending time with his new Kurdish friends who 
also lived in Avesta, whereas Ibrahim sought support from Swedes like Berit, 
Marita, and me, with whom he cultivated a sense of belongingness.  

The restrictive measures for family reunification did not only produce legal 
obstacles that refugees in Sweden had to navigate, but also produced an in-
centive for immigrants to work hard and “get established” (i.e., to get a proper 
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apartment and a regular job in Sweden). In the case of Ibrahim, it is clear that 
the (half-)promise he received from a Migration Agency officer, that he might 
be able to bring his daughter to Sweden if he managed to get a permanent 
residence permit, worked effectively as an inducement for him to do what he 
could to get “integrated.” In this sense, the waiting for family reunification—
and the intense longing for family members that it generates—becomes pro-
ductive both on an individual level, generating a degree of motivation, as well 
as on a societal level, producing immigrants who are willing to work hard to 
“deserve” reunification with their family members.  

At the same time, the very same rules also create incentives for people to 
try to find alternative ways to get around the legal obstacles, such as working 
illegally. In these cases, restrictive laws become part of an “illegality industry” 
(Andersson 2014:15), something that the system of immigration control is 
supposed to counteract. As is the case in many other areas of Swedish immi-
gration policies, the changes in the family reunification policy illustrate the 
often-paradoxical outcomes of Swedish immigration control and refugee re-
ception. 

In this chapter, I have highlighted a waiting experienced by people who 
have actually received residence permit in Sweden. In next chapter, I will look 
further into what happens to people whose applications for asylum are re-
jected.  
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Chapter 6. Illegalized waiting 

A central task of the Migration Agency is to manage those who have their 
application for asylum rejected. In 2017, the Swedish Migration Agency 
“completed” (avklarade) 19,267 “returnee cases” (återvändandeärenden). 
That these cases were “completed” does not mean that they were deported, 
however; it just means that they were no longer the Migration Agency’s re-
sponsibility. 9,472 of these “completed” cases were people who had accepted 
deportation. They received support from the Migration Agency to organize 
their flight out of Sweden, and ensure they had somewhere to stay during the 
first week in the country to which they were going to be deported (Migra-
tionsverket 2018:63).  

In addition to those who accepted deportation, 1,893 were apprehended 
and detained (tvångsomhändertagna) in so-called “detention centers” (förvar) 
by the Swedish Border Police to await deportation. The statistics for “com-
pleted” cases in 2017 also include 7,902 who remained in the country without 
the legal permission to do so (Migrationsverket 2018:63). These people made 
themselves scarce, staying with friends, in the homes of people who thought 
that helping vulnerable people in precarious situations was the morally right 
thing to do to, or they were homeless, perhaps sleeping in shelters provided 
by NGOs whenever there were bed spots available for the night.47 

In addition to the “completed” cases, there were also 6,855 individuals 
whose application for asylum had been rejected but who nevertheless were 
allowed to continue living in Migration Agency apartments.48 

Those who continued to stay in Sweden after their application for asylum 
had been rejected and become legally binding were suspended in a situation 
of “deportability,” to use a concept coined by anthropologist Nicholas De Ge-
nova; they lived under “the possibility of being removed from the space of the 
nation-state” (De Genova 2002:439).  

Although there are no official statistics, a government-led investigation 
from 2017 estimated that there are between 20,000 and 50,000 “unauthorized” 
(tillståndslösa) migrants in Sweden (Ljungqvist et al. 2017:63). Other reports 
estimate that the number may be as high as 75,000 (Selberg 2013:4).  

 
47 Shelters for homeless people, exist in larger cities throughout Sweden (see Herz 2022). There 
were no such in Avesta, however. 
48 Data received from the Migration Agency’s statistical unit through e-mail correspondence in 
November 2022. 
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What happens to refugees when their application for asylum gets finally 
rejected? What do they do to improve their situation? How do people around 
them respond to their precarious situation? And what are the broader implica-
tions of the increase in people living in situations of deportability? 

Absconding 
One person who became deportable in 2018 was Farzhad, the young Afghan 
man who recounted (in Chapter 3) how he had a bottle thrown at him during 
a football game. 

I met Farzhad for the first time in January 2018 over a cup of tea in a Per-
sian café in central Avesta. There, Farzhad began telling me his life story. 

Farzhad fled Afghanistan in April 2015 after his father had been murdered 
by terrorists, he said. His mother and sister remained in Afghanistan, and he 
had not heard anything from them since he left. 

After an escape route that included the crossing of many dangerous bor-
ders, capture by the Bulgarian border police, and a 250-kilometer-long walk 
from Budapest to Vienna, Farzhad arrived in Gothenburg in early October 
2015, Farzhad told me. He was exhausted and freezing, and his feet were 
bleeding when he entered the Migration Agency’s office and registered an 
application for asylum. After one night in a temporary camp, Farzhad was 
taken to Grankotten—the collective housing for unaccompanied minors in 
Avesta—where he told his story to the social workers employed there. The 
staff sympathized with him, Farzhad told me. “They hugged me, welcomed 
me, and told me that I was safe now,” he said. “They said that everything was 
going to be fine.”  

But time was not on Farzhad’s side. For Farzhad, like for many other Af-
ghan youths in Sweden, the long waiting time in the asylum process meant 
that he turned seventeen and then eighteen before the Migration Agency pro-
cessed his case. Aged eighteen, Farzhad was no longer considered a child; 
therefore, the special procedures in the Alien’s Act regarding the processing 
of child asylum cases, procedures that are supposed to specifically consider 
the “health, the personal development” as well as the “general good for the 
child,” no longer applied to him (SFS 2005:716, chapter 1, 10 §).  

Moreover, Farzhad’s application was processed after July 20, 2016, the 
date when the new restrictive migration policy was implemented. This meant 
that his case could not be included on the grounds of “particularly distressing 
circumstances” (synnerligen ömmande omständigheter), or the humanitarian 
status clause (discussed on page 51), which was intended to protect people 
with severe health problems from having their health condition worsened be-
cause of an eventual expulsion from the country (SFS 2005:716, Chapter 5, 6 
§). Farzhad suffered from anxiety, sleeping problems, and panic attacks, all 
documented by a psychiatrist. Before 2016, these kinds of health disturbances 
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would have been a valid cause for protection. But since his case was processed 
in December 2017, the humanitarian status clause was no longer applicable.  

Farzhad appealed the rejection decision to the Migration Court. Mean-
while, the Migration Agency moved him from Grankotten to a self-catered 
apartment in Fors, where he was allowed to stay until the Migration Court 
delivered their decision on his appeal. At this time, the warmth he had felt 
when he first arrived in Sweden and at Grankotten was only a memory: “No 
one said good-bye, no one said that it would be alright, no one cared for me 
any longer (ingen brydde sig om mig längre).” Farzhad’s expectations of be-
ing able to settle down in Sweden—expectations that he felt were encouraged 
by the staff at Grankotten when they told him that “everything would be 
fine”—all came to nothing. He now saw the staff’s sympathy as an expression 
of hypocrisy.  

In February 2018, Farzhad’s lawyer informed him that the Migration Court 
had rejected his appeal. Farzhad and his lawyer appealed this decision to the 
Migration High Court, but within a few weeks they received yet another neg-
ative decision. In March 2018, Farzhad’s case was closed, and his rejection 
became legally binding. The Migration Agency gave him a respite of four 
weeks, instructing him to contact the Afghan embassy in Stockholm, organize 
travel documents, and prepare himself for deportation. For these four weeks, 
he continued to receive housing and subsidies from the Migration Agency.  

Farzhad had no intention of returning to Afghanistan, so he did nothing to 
prepare for such a return. Four weeks later, uniformed officers from the Mi-
gration Agency knocked on the door to his apartment, and Farzhad opened it. 
But the officers did not take Farzhad to a detention center to await deportation; 
instead, they let him go, probably because the country’s five detention centers, 
with a total of 357 beds, were already full (Migrationsverket 2018:62). 

At this point, Farzhad was invited to stay on the sofa of a friend living in 
Horndal. This friend was also an asylum seeker from Afghanistan, but because 
his case had not yet been decided, he was still able to live in an apartment 
managed by the Migration Agency.  

A few weeks after being evicted and moving in with his friend in Horndal, 
Farzhad received a letter from the Migration Agency. Or, to be precise, the 
letter was sent to Ola, one of Farzhad’s teachers at the local high school. Ola 
had told Farzhad to register Ola’s address to the Migration Agency instead of 
using his actual address—as a way to avoid revealing to the authorities 
Farzhad’s true whereabouts. Ola, who kept in regular contact with Farzhad “to 
check that he was okay,” as Ola told me, gave the letter to Farzhad, who 
opened it and learned that he had been registered as an “absconder” (av-
vikande). He was now on the register for people wanted by the border police. 
Farzhad had become illegalized.  

In addition to Ola, Farzhad was in contact with a trainer at a wrestling club 
where he used to train, a man who also gave him some pocket money. Farzhad 
also had a girlfriend—Celine, a Swedish girl around the same age as Farzhad, 
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daughter of a Bosnian couple who arrived as refugees in the late 1990s—who 
gave Farzhad some of her personal savings, although she was herself a high 
school student. Her only income came from the subsidies (barnbidrag) that 
high school students in Sweden receive from the state every month after they 
turn 16, equal to 120 USD. 

When Farzhad learned that he was on the list of absconders, he seemed to 
lose hope. He complained of insomnia made worse by the increasing intru-
siveness of traumatic memories that had haunted him for years. He told me he 
was afraid of what would happen to him were he deported back to Afghani-
stan.  

“There, the Taliban will either put a rifle in my hand and tell me to start 
shooting people, or they would kill me straight away. I cannot choose any of 
these alternatives,” he said. “I have no future in Afghanistan.” 

Farzhad had been attending high school ever since he arrived in Avesta in 
2015. Even though Farzhad’s rejection from the country was irreversible, he 
could still attend school, thanks to a legal change in the Swedish Education 
Act (Skollagen, SFS 2010:800, chapter 29, 3 §), implemented in 2013. This 
provision gave children and youths the right to finish their studies, even if they 
had no legal permission to remain in the country. All primary and secondary 
school students were included in this provision, including those over eighteen 
in case they started studying in Swedish school when they were younger than 
eighteen. 

As political scientist Amanda Nielsen has clarified, the right to education 
for deportable children and youths was an effect of a broader campaign initi-
ated by immigration rights groups in early 2010s, with the aim of improving 
the situation of people living in Sweden without the legal right to remain 
(Nielsen 2016:293). The 2013 law illustrates a humanitarian element of Swe-
dish refugee reception, intended to make life better for people like Farzhad. 
Despite being legally allowed to continue in school, however, Farzhad stopped 
going since he was afraid of getting caught by the police, or “the uncles” (mor-
bröderna), as he and his Afghan friends called them. He knew the risk of ac-
tually being apprehended at school was rather low (the only time he had seen 
police officers in school was when they were invited to teach the pupils about 
the police, Swedish laws, etc.). But even the slightest risk was enough for 
Farzhad to avoid school. 

“Even just thinking of the uncles makes me nervous,” he told me.  
Farzhad avoided going out in public. The fear of being discovered by the 

police worked as a mental border that made him self-isolate in his friend’s 
apartment.  

Detainability 
During the meeting between Sayed, Ramineh, and their case officer David that 
opened this thesis—where the couple was informed that their rejection had 
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become “legally binding” but that they nevertheless could continue residing 
in their Migration Agency apartment—Sayed and Ramineh also learned that 
they would receive different “assignments” (uppdrag) from the Migration 
Agency.  

The first assignment was to contact the Afghan embassy and begin organ-
izing the travel documents necessary for deportation. They had two weeks to 
complete these tasks, David explained.  

David emphasized that he expected that the couple would “cooperate” (sa-
marbeta). “Otherwise,” he explained, “we might take one of you into cus-
tody.”  

Ramineh told David that they had no intention of going back to Afghani-
stan. Hence, they saw no reason to organize the travel documents. Hearing 
this, David repeated that this refusal might lead to a situation where one of the 
two would be taken into temporary custody. 

It turned out that the Migration Agency did not take either Sayed or Ra-
mineh into custody. The couple never went to the Afghan embassy to organize 
the necessary travel documents. Six months passed, but the couple never heard 
from the Migration Agency.  

During my stay in Avesta, however, I learned that Lawita, a woman from 
Iraq who frequently attended the Meeting Ground, had been detained after 
refusing to complete the Migration Agency’s assignments.  

Lawita arrived in Sweden in August 2015 with her husband, Arash, and 
their two small children. Like Sayed and Ramineh, Lawita and her family’s 
application for asylum was rejected and became legally binding in the summer 
of 2018. Like Sayed and Ramineh, they also had received an assignment from 
the Migration Agency to contact their embassy and organize travel documents. 
And like Sayed and Ramineh, the couple refused to contact their home coun-
try’s embassy in Stockholm. Lawita told me all this in Swedish at the Meeting 
Ground in Horndal. 

After two months, the Migration Agency sent a new “assignment” to 
Lawita and her husband. One of them—they could choose who—was required 
to appear at the agency’s office in Borlänge and “register their presence” in 
the country. This would have to be done every day of the week, from Monday 
to Friday. She explained that the Migration Agency ordered them to do this 
because they suspected that the family might abscond.  

Getting to Borlänge from Avesta without a car required changing buses 
three times. The journey there and back took five hours. Initially, the couple 
took turns so that Arash would go to Borlänge while Lawita stayed home to 
take care of the children one day, and then then Lawita would go to Borlänge 
and Arash stay home the next. They managed this for a couple of weeks, but 
one day they decided that they had had enough spending entire days on the 
bus, so they stopped going.  

The day after Lawita and Arash missed their first appointment, two officers 
from the Migration Agency appeared in a van and told Lawita to follow them. 
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The officers informed her that they were going to take her into custody, Lawita 
told me, because the couple had not registered with the Migration Agency the 
day before. As she left, her children—who were two and five years old—
started to cry, but her husband comforted them while Lawita was escorted into 
the waiting van.  

Lawita remained at a detention center in Märsta, 40 kilometers north of 
Stockholm, for three days. When I asked her what it was like in the detention 
center, she answered half-jokingly that it was not too bad. She had a TV in her 
room, was served food, and had a comfy bed. She missed her family, though, 
and was very anxious about what would happen to her and them.  

Three days later, Lawita was taken back to her family in Horndal. The of-
ficers who dropped her off explained that the next time the couple did not 
show up to a Migration Agency appointment, one of them would be detained 
for a longer period of time. Frightened by the experience and by the threat, 
Lawita and Arash obeyed, making sure to appear in Borlänge every day while 
continuing to live in their Migration Agency apartment. 

The practice of taking just one of the parents into custody was not intended 
as a preparation for deportation, as the Migration Agency officers told Lawita. 
Rather, it was a way for the Migration Agency to exert a form of control over 
the family—a way of making sure that they would not “abscond,” and a way 
of making them cooperate. 

 
In an article about illegalized migrants in the United States, Nicholas De Ge-
nova discusses how some groups of immigrants—especially Muslims with 
Arab origin—in the post-9/11 U.S. get detained due to “minor violations of 
what are often procedural technicalities of immigration law” (De Genova 
2007:435).  

The function of detainability, De Genova argues, is not necessarily to ac-
tually put masses of irregular migrants into detention. In his view, procedures 
of detention play part in a broader economy of illegality, serving to produce 
and maintain a general image of certain groups of migrants as being suspect-
able. Detention turns migrants into culprits in the eyes of the public. This im-
age in turn plays an important part in boosting the argument for increased 
measures of securitization, De Genova asserts (De Genova 2007).  

Needless to say, such techniques of securitization—a security privileged 
for citizens—also feed the general sense of insecurity experienced by people 
who find themselves in situations of deportability and detainability. Although 
neither Sayed nor Ramineh were detained during my fieldwork, they heard 
about the case of Lawita and of others being taken to detention. These stories 
made them aware of the fact that the threat of detention was not an empty one, 
that there was a risk that it could eventually materialize, enhancing even more 
the precarity of their situation. Detaining a few individuals, like Lawita, is for 
the migration authorities both cheaper and arguably more effective than put-
ting all deportable people in detention, because the anxiety it produces in 
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people like Sayed and Ramineh is usually enough to frighten them into com-
pliance with the authorities’ demands. The practice of choosing a few individ-
uals, on arbitrary grounds, for detention functions like a panopticon—a prison 
where the prisoners never know if they are being surveilled or not (Foucault 
1995)—in that it produces a feeling of being under constant observance and 
in constant risk of being reprimanded. 

Homo sacer 
A concept which frequently has been used in scholarly literature to make sense 
of situations like Farzhad’s, Sayed’s, Ramineh’s, and Lawita’s is philosopher 
Giorgio Agamben’s notion of homo sacer, or “bare life” (see for example Ma-
phosa and Ntau 2020; Gordon 2010; Pope and Garrett 2013; Rajaram and 
Grundy-Warr 2004; Jørgensen 2012; Edler 2020; Persaud and Yoder 2019; 
Khosravi 2006). In classical Roman Law, homo sacer was the name for some-
one excluded from the Roman empire for having committed crimes that were 
considered especially heinous. Such a person was expelled from the state bor-
ders and cast into a situation of lawlessness in which anyone had the right to 
kill him without his death being considered murder. In Agamben’s terminol-
ogy, the situation of the homo sacer is one where Being is reduced to “bare 
life,” a life “devoid of value” (Agamben 1998:138).  

In 2006, anthropologist Shahram Khosravi wrote about the situation of de-
portable refugees in Sweden. He noted that deportable refugees are “deprived 
of the rights for security and protection from violence” (Khosravi 2006:294, 
translated from Swedish by me). As was the case for Farzhad, the informants 
whom Khosravi followed avoided appearing in public for fear of being appre-
hended by the police. These are some of the reasons why Khosravi argued that 
these people represented contemporary versions of homine sacri (Khosravi 
2006:292-4).   

More recently, sociologists France Maphosa and Christopher Ntau have 
argued that the notion of homo sacer fits well with the situation of deportable 
migrants in Botswana and South Africa, partly because these people suffer 
from exclusion from the law and from citizenship and partly because they are 
targets of fierce xenophobia (Maphosa and Ntau 2020). Maphosa and Ntau 
refer to several media reports about violence and murder against deportable 
migrants—in some cases with evidence pointing to police officers being the 
perpetrators—without any resulting judicial convictions. Maphosa and Ntau 
conclude that deportable migrants in Southern Africa represent homine sacri 
insofar they can be killed with no legal consequences (Maphosa and Ntau 
2020). 

Agamben’s theoretical framework has been very productive in migration 
studies, inspiring many scholars to look further into what precarity and the 
lack of rights mean for migrants across the globe.  
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Recently, however, scholars have raised serious concerns about how 
Agamben’s perspective has influenced scholarly work on migrants. Feminist 
geographer and migration scholar Alison Mountz has argued that scholars who 
draw on Agamben tend to reduce a multitude of very different situations and 
experiences under one label, as if all homine sacri experience their situation 
similarly. Mountz maintains that Agamben’s analyses ought to be comple-
mented with a feminist perspective that nuances how people who are treated 
as exceptions experience their situation differently. In her study on detained 
refugees on the Indonesian island of Lombok, Mountz herself shows that even 
if these refugees suffer from the worst kind of exclusion from law, they are 
nevertheless able to construct a kind of communality among themselves and 
act politically, staying in contact with media and human rights activists in 
Australia (Mountz 2011; see also Sigvardsdotter 2012:28).  

Another scholar who shares a similarly critical view of Agamben’s per-
spective is anthropologist Marry-Anne Karlsen. In a study on the situation of 
deportable migrants in Norway, Karlsen, while not downplaying or denying 
that the people she worked with were living under extraordinary stress and 
precarity, nevertheless observes that they had some (limited) access to welfare 
services. She shows, for example, that people without residence permits in 
Norway are entitled to “health services which are absolutely necessary and 
cannot wait without the risk of imminent death, permanent and seriously re-
duced functionality, serious injury or severe pain” (Karlsen 2021:76). 

That migrants who were formally denied a residence permit nevertheless 
had access to some degree of care from the Norwegian state makes Karlsen 
skeptical of describing their situation solely in terms of exclusion. But rather 
than abandoning Agamben’s theoretical framework entirely, she allows that 
Agamben’s concept of homo sacer/bare life is still useful. Following De Ge-
nova, Karlsen does not think that the notion of homo sacer/bare life should be 
reduced “to a mere figure of abject exclusion.” Instead, she maintains that 
scholars who see homo sacer in such a way have not fully recognized the 
“complexities and subtleness of [Agamben’s] arguments” (Karlsen 2021:5).   

Agamben maintains that Western metaphysics since Aristotle has been ori-
ented around a division between natural life—or zoe, in Aristotle’s words—
and political or social life—bios. But the problem, as Agamben sees it, is that 
this metaphysical division has concealed the fact that zoe has never been sep-
arated from the political sphere. Indeed, zoe has always played a role in poli-
tics. This is especially so in modern times, where politics increasingly has be-
come centered around the regulation and maintenance of people’s lives and 
bodies—zoe. 

This is the situation of homo sacer, who is included into the political realm, 
but not as a subject with a bios—a history, a biography, a knowable, tangible 
life. Instead, he or she is reduced to being a non-person whose body and life 
become the object of political debate and governance.   
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It is in this light that Karlsen proposes that the situation of irregular mi-
grants in Norway is not that of mere exclusion. Rather, they are people who 
are both excluded and included at the same time. Or, as she terms it, as people 
who are “precariously included” (Karlsen 2021:5). Their limited access to 
healthcare services signifies that they are not absolutely excluded from soci-
ety. But they are included only insofar their bodily lives can be attended to by 
others (also Bendixsen 2018). 

A similar formulation apropos healthcare also exists in Sweden, where a 
law decrees that “adult people who stay in the country without permis-
sion…shall be offered healthcare which cannot wait” (vård som inte kan an-
stå) (Lag om hälso- och sjukvård till vissa utlänningar som vistas i Sverige 
utan nödvändiga tillstånd, SFS 2013:407, 7 §). The decree applies both to 
people who are waiting to have their asylum application processed and to peo-
ple residing in Sweden without legal permission, including those who have 
not registered with the migration authorities.  

The decree was to a large degree a result of a campaign called “the Right 
to Healthcare” (Rätt till vård-initiativet). According to Nielsen, whom I re-
ferred in relation to education for deportable children, the Right to Healthcare 
initiative was formed in 2008 by a coalition of “political and religious organ-
izations, different groups from the asylum rights movement, voluntarily clin-
ics (frivilligkliniker) and organizations that represented the larger healthcare 
professions” (Nielsen 2016:286, translated from Swedish by me). The initia-
tive’s original demand was that people living in Sweden without legal permis-
sion ought to be given equal access to healthcare, meaning that all people 
would receive access to the same kind of healthcare, regardless of their legal 
status as residents. At the time, most political parties supported the idea of 
improving the healthcare situation of people without the legal right to stay in 
Sweden, but only two parties (the Green Party and the Left Party) were ready 
to go as far as to actually grant them equal access to healthcare (Nielsen 2016).  

The opponents to the equal-access proposal maintained that such a practice 
would convey a contradictory message to people who had been rejected for 
asylum. They argued that subsidized and equal access to healthcare for people 
without the legal right to stay in Sweden would strengthen the incentives for 
these people to remain in the country and, therefore, would be counterintuitive 
to the Migration Agency’s decision to deny them residency (Nielsen 
2016:288). Providing healthcare to deportable people only when their medical 
conditions became so serious as to need immediate treatment was thus a com-
promise, a result of negotiations between humanitarian and securitarian inter-
ests. 

The kind of healthcare that irregular migrants in Sweden can be offered 
includes “health services and treatment (follow-up efforts included) of dis-
eases where even a small delay might lead to serious consequences”; “health 
services given in order to counteract a more serious illness”; “health services 
which might prevent the need for more extensive care and treatment”; “health 
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services to reduce the use of more resource-intensive acute treatments”; 
“health services for people with certain needs (torture, serious abuse, trauma) 
”; and, finally, “aid in case of disability if the patient cannot gain access to 
such in other ways” (Socialstyrelsen 2014:15). These services were paid by 
the Migration Agency—that is, with tax money from the state.  

As mentioned on page 51, Ramineh was hospitalized several times during 
my year of fieldwork because she had severe difficulty breathing, a problem 
that grew worse over the time I got to know her. Thanks to The-Right-to-
Healthcare-that-cannot-Wait, she was allowed to seek diagnostic treatment 
and had met with a doctor several times. Although her doctor was not able to 
determine what was actually causing her problem, the asthma medications she 
was prescribed (which she could afford to buy because medication in Sweden 
is subsidized) seemed to mitigate her problems, helping her breath whenever 
she suffered from asthma-like attacks. Ramineh’s experience reveals one way 
that illegalized refugees in Sweden can access welfare services.  

The double role of the Migration Agency 
Once Sayed and Ramineh were notified that their rejected asylum application 
had become legally binding, they lived under a threat of being detained and 
deported, in an enhanced state of precarity. At the same time, however, the 
fact that Sayed’s family, and Lawita’s, were allowed to stay in the apartments 
they had been living in for more than two years is worth further consideration. 
Why did the Migration Agency not just evict them? And why could some 
people stay in their apartments while other, like Farzhad, could not?  

The answer lies with their children. Sayed’s and Lawita’s respective fam-
ilies were able to stay in their Migration Agency apartments because their 
children were underaged. Sweden is committed to following the UN’s Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child from 1989, where the notion that “the best 
interest of the children shall always be considered” play a foundational role 
(UN 1989, article 6). In accordance with this, Sweden does not allow situa-
tions that render children homeless (UN 1989, article 27). This means that the 
Migration Agency cannot legally evict underaged children from Agency-man-
aged apartments. Nor are they allowed to separate children from their parents 
to put them in foster homes, group homes, or orphanages, because that would 
violate another fundamental principle in the 1989 Convention: a child’s right 
to be with his or her parents (UN 1989, article 8). 

In line with the UN Convention, therefore, Swedish law stipulates that chil-
dren under eighteen who live with their parents are exempted from the rule 
that rejected asylum seekers must be evicted after four weeks (SFS 1994:137, 
11 §). 

Hence, the Migration Agency makes exceptions for families with under-
aged children, permitting them to remain in the accommodation system and 
even providing them with a minimum level of subsidies (about 3 USD/day per 
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adult and 1,5 USD/day per child). Moreover, children like Sayed and Ra-
mineh’s son Hashem continue to have access to daycare or school, depending 
on their age. This illustrates yet another instance of relative inclusion of refu-
gees living in deportable situations in the Swedish welfare society.  

Glimpses of hope in situations of hopelessness 
During the meeting with their case officer, David, Sayed and Ramineh were 
informed that they could apply for an enforcement halt order (verkställighet-
shinder). Even though an enforcement halt order would not change their social 
or economic situation (they were still obligated to prepare for deportation, and 
they would still not be allowed to work), it would at least mean that they would 
not have to worry about immediate deportation.  

After the meeting with David in Borlänge, I joined the couple back in their 
apartment in Horndal, where we immediately started to work on the applica-
tion for an enforcement halt order. Our main argument in the application was 
that the situation in Afghanistan had worsened since the family’s application 
had been rejected. We mentioned, for example, that the number of civilian 
deaths caused by civil war or terrorist attacks in Afghanistan had increased 
from 1,672 during the first half of 2017 to 1,692 during the first half of 2018 

(UNAMA 2018). We also listed a number of serious attacks against civilians 
in Kabul.  

As we worked on the application, I noticed that it generated a small sense 
of hope in Sayed and Ramineh, in an otherwise hopeless situation. I was hes-
itant to add to this hope because I knew that the family had already had many 
hopes crushed. We had all learned that hope is often a false friend in circum-
stances such as these.  

But I found it interesting that David, the Migration Agency officer—in a 
tone I found encouraging—informed the family how to apply for an enforce-
ment halt order. Informing the couple of the enforcement halt order option 
was most likely part of standardized Agency routines, but as such, it is also 
indicative of the dual role that the Migration Agency plays. On the one hand, 
the task of the Migration Agency is to differentiate between those who qualify 
for protection from those who do not. Moreover, it is the task of migration 
officers like David to ensure that that people like Sayed and Ramineh leave 
the country in the event that their asylum claim is rejected. In this sense, the 
Migration Agency is about immigration control and securitarianism.  

On the other hand, the task of the Migration Agency is to grant protection 
to people who need protection and to make sure that those with applications 
under investigation have somewhere to stay, something to eat, clothes to wear, 
and access to some form of activity during their waiting. In this sense, the 
Migration Agency also plays the role of humanitarianism. 

David embodied both these roles when, in one breath, he threatened the 
family with detention and, in the next, informed them that they could apply 
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for a deportation suspension. He was enacting a combination of compassion 
and repression, a “compassionate repression” (Fassin 2011:135). 

Ethics of compassion 
But not all deportable migrants received the same degree of humanitarian sup-
port from the state as Sayed and Ramineh’s family did. As I already noted, 
adults like Farzhad who had exhausted their right to appeal, and did not have 
children in the country, had to leave Migration Agency accommodations four 
weeks after their rejection had become “legally binding.”  

Where did these people go? 
Some stayed with friends, like Farzhad did after he was evicted. 
Others rented a place to stay from strangers. Such was the case of Fahima, 

a young Iranian woman living in a state of deportability when I first met her 
at Avesta Solidarity Center in December 2017. She had found a room in an 
apartment in central Avesta through Blocket.se, a popular second-hand market 
on the Internet. She lived in the apartment of an Eritrean woman and, to afford 
rent, which was equal to 150 USD/month, had started to pawn the jewellery 
and other belongings that she brought with her from Iran. 

In addition to staying with friends or renting a room, refugees also lived 
with people in Avesta who, for moral or ethical reasons, provided shelter to 
refugees in situations of deportability.  

Rune, a retired teacher who was active in one of the independent churches 
in Avesta, was such a person. Rune let an Afghan woman, Amineh, and her 
two adult daughters stay rent-free in an old cottage on his farm.  

Another example of individuals helping refugees with accommodation 
was a middle-aged couple, Annette and Martin. The couple began engaging 
with young refugees in 2015, when a friend who worked in Social Services49  
told Annette that there was an urgent need for so-called “family homes” 
(familjehem), a type of accommodation provided for underaged refugees who 
arrived in Sweden without parents or other adult relatives. Anyone inviting 
child refugees into their home receives between 1,100 and 1,500 USD (11,000 
to 15,000 SEK) per month, depending on the age of the child and whether the 
child needs extra attention or assistance (Lindberg 2021:14). The money is 
supposed to cover the cost of food, clothes, and other living expenses, but half 
of it is also intended as a kind of a salary, payment for the work of taking care 
of refugee minors. 

The financial compensation may have influenced Annette and Martin’s 
decision to open up their home to unaccompanied minors, but they told me 
that their main motivation was of a different kind.  

 
49 The friend worked in Omsorgsförvaltningen, a bureau within the municipality administration 
responsible for assistance to vulnerable people such as unaccompanied children, people with 
disabilities, and people in financially difficult situations.  
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Annette’s friend working at Social Services told Annette about the deeply 
troubled situation many of the Afghans were in. Some of them had lost one or 
both of their parents in the war in Afghanistan; others had been forced to leave 
their parents in dangerous situations. Like Ingela, one of the organizers of the 
Meeting Ground, who, upon seeing migrants wandering aimlessly around the 
streets of Avesta, felt she had to do something, Annette leapt into action. An-
nette and Martin had plenty of space in their home since their two adult chil-
dren had moved out. After some thought, the couple told their friend at Social 
Services that they would open their home to an unaccompanied minor. 

Soon, the couple found themselves responsible for a fifteen-year-old Af-
ghan boy named Adnan. Annette recounted that when Adnan arrived at their 
house, situated just outside Avesta, he was exhausted, slept much of the day, 
barely ate, and did not speak for two weeks.  

Annette and Martin became worried about Adnan. 
“But then our friend at Social Services told us that they had another boy 

who also needed somewhere to live, and we thought that it would perhaps help 
if Adnan had someone he could talk to.” 

And so a second Afghan youth, Namid, moved into their home. As An-
nette had hoped, the two boys became close friends and, slowly but steadily, 
they both learned Swedish. 

When they first decided to open their home, Annette and Martin could 
not have known that Adnan’s entry into their lives would be the start of a 
commitment that would last for many years and irrevocably change their lives. 
Ever since, the couple has steadily hosted a number of Afghan youths in their 
home. “Whenever there has been a crisis somewhere, people have lived with 
us for a month or week or so, until they’ve found something else,” Annette 
told me in an interview. 

When I asked her how she felt about helping these youths, it became clear 
to me that Annette was tired, from looking after so many young people and 
from dealing with all the frustrations in the lives of the youths she helped. 
When I spoke with her about taking on so much responsibility, she told me, 
almost plaintively, “It’s so much work.” 

“It makes a deep impression when you see all the people who feel so bad,” 
she said. “Of course it feels good to be able to help, but it’s also very exhaust-
ing.”  

In early 2018, when I first met them, the couple had four young Afghan 
men living with them. One slept in a trailer in the backyard; the other three 
lived in the house. One of the youths was still in the asylum process, waiting 
for a decision; another had just recently received an affirmative decision. The 
other two had received their third rejection and, hence, were living in a state 
of deportability. Housing migrants who do not have legal permission to stay 
in the country is not illegal in Sweden, as long as the hosts do not profit finan-
cially from it. Annette and Martin did not earn any money on the two boys 
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whose asylum claims had been rejected. On the contrary, they used their own 
savings to ensure that these young men were fed, clothed, and housed.  

One day in April 2018 during a visit to their home, a house on a sloping 
meadow with a beautiful view over a birch tree forest, I conducted a group 
interview with the young Afghan men living there. Annette and Martin were 
also present. 

At one point, I asked the two young men who had been rejected asylum 
about their situation. 

“In Sweden, animals are better off than Afghans,” Namid answered. 
Martin, who was quick to laugh and had a generous sense of humor, took 

Namid’s remark as a joke and played the role of someone whose feeling has 
been hurt. 

“So, you don’t like staying here? Thank you very much!” he said in an 
exaggeratedly offended tone. “You are free to move into the garage if you 
prefer!” 

“Haha,” Namid laughed along with everyone else.  
But then Namid grew silent. He turned towards me, , and spoke seriously. 
“Many of us have three rejections. Soon they will start deport us to Af-

ghanistan, but we don’t want to go to Afghanistan,” he said. “So we have to 
live in the forest, like animals.” 

Jabir, the other young man who had received three rejections, said that 
he had friends who had been camping in a tent in the woods throughout the 
summer of 2017, after being evicted from the Migration Agency’s accommo-
dations. Now, Namid feared that he would have to do the same. 

Annette explained that she had helped Namid fill in an application for an 
enforcement halt order and that he still “had a chance.” She also made it clear 
that she would not let Namid, or any other of the other boys who stayed in her 
home, sleep in the forest.  

Annette and Martin were deeply engaged in the situation of these young 
men and cared for them in several ways. They cooked for them. They made 
sure they had clean, suitable clothes. They helped them with homework. They 
drove them to sports activities and medical appointments. 

 Annette and Martin provided these youths with a place where they could 
feel at home—a safe haven where the boys supported each other, just as they 
received emotional support from Annette and Martin, their temporary stand-
in parents. In this sense, these young men were not entirely excluded from 
society. They certainly were included in the lives of Annette and Martin and 
incorporated into the community that formed among those living in the house. 

Plan B 
In April 2018, a few weeks after Farzhad received the letter informing him 
that he was on the police’s list of “absconders,” he revealed to me that he had 
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started to think about Plan B: going to another European country and applying 
for asylum there.  

Like many other young Afghan men denied asylum in Sweden, he looked 
towards France.50 Farzhad talked enthusiastically about the plan, and I could 
clearly sense a spark of hope in an otherwise very hopeless situation. One 
reason for his optimism was because one of Farzhad’s Afghan friends who 
had been denied asylum in Sweden actually had received a positive decision 
in France only a few weeks earlier. He hesitated, though, because his girl-
friend, Celine, did not want him to go. He felt trapped: he could not stay in 
Sweden because he had exhausted his options for asylum, but neither could 
he go to France since his girlfriend did not want him to leave. One day, how-
ever, he announced that he was, after all, going to France. 

Farzhad bought a ticket with money he had managed to save over the years 
in Sweden. Farzhad’s girlfriend, though, was devastated. Just two days before 
Farzhad’s scheduled departure, she threatened to kill herself if Farzhad left for 
France without her. Farzhad knew that he could not take her with him. His 
contact in France had promised him a place to stay, but it was in a small apart-
ment shared with a number of other young men. Farzhad also knew that his 
girlfriend would have to quit high school if she went with him, and he did not 
want her to do that—he wanted her to “become something,” he told me.  

One day, Farzhad explained why it was so difficult for him to leave Celine. 
“I often think about my father,” he told me. Farzhad’s father had refused to 
join the Taliban. He wanted to protect his family, to ensure they did not “be-
come bad persons,” and he saw no future for his children among the Taliban. 
So the militants killed him.    

“I often think it was my fault he was killed,” he continued.  
Farzhad blamed himself for the death of his father. Now he would never 

be able to live with the guilt should his girlfriend carry out her threat of sui-
cide. Therefore, he told me, he could not go to France, not this time.  

Farzhad decided to stay.  
At this point, Ola (the teacher who helped Farzhad with the address) and I 

sat down and talked with Farzhad. We had both followed Farzhad’s case 
closely and were concerned about his legal situation and mental health. We 
had heard that most Afghan youths who had been denied asylum in Sweden 
and left for France had had their hopes of residency dashed there too, but Ola 
and I nevertheless tried to convince Farzhad to go to France. We reminded 
him that it had been his decision to go to France, and that his girlfriend should 
not alter his plans. We also told him that we thought that it was probably his 
best option for staying in Europe. “You know you cannot stay here; you have 

 
50 It is impossible to say exactly how many young Afghans who had been rejected asylum in 
Sweden travelled to France during this period, but according to immigration rights groups who 
supports these Afghan-Swedes in France, they could number as many as 3,000, as ethnologist 
Annette Rosengren recounts in a recent book (Rosengren 2021:26). 



 

 132 

no chance getting asylum here. The situation is bad for your health. This is the 
time to go. It’s best for you,” we told him.  

We can here recall the discussion about paternalism, defined as a situation 
where the humanitarians who aid vulnerable people think they know better 
what is good for the other than the other himself does (see page 81 in this 
thesis; also Fassin 2016a; Barnett 2016a). Ola and I embodied such a pater-
nalist stance, to some degree, when we encouraged Farzhad to leave Sweden 
against his own will. Although I think we genuinely wanted the best for him 
we became, in a sense, unintentionally, part of a securitarian agenda by inad-
vertently trying to accomplish what the authorities could not: to convince a 
deportable migrant to leave the country. Even in very small-scale practices of 
aid and assistance, humanitarian operations get entwined with securitarianism.  

On the day of Farzhad’s scheduled departure, we tried a last time to make 
Farzhad grab hold of the opportunity, to leave Sweden. But he did not go.  

Exploiting precarity 
Farzhad’s main concern about leaving Sweden, as we saw, was the wellbeing 
of his girlfriend, Celine. To assure her of his love, Farzhad proposed marriage.  

Celine joyfully accepted the proposal, and despite the terrible social, legal 
and emotional turmoil that Farzhad was in, I noticed that Celine’s “yes” to his 
proposal made him very happy. In the days that followed, Farzhad and Celine 
arranged a small wedding at the local Mosque in Avesta, where their bond to 
one another was blessed by a religious authority through traditional Islamic 
codes and rites. 

Meanwhile, Farzhad started to work (illegally) at a construction site in the 
neighboring town of Hedemora, 21 kilometers north of Avesta. He saved his 
wages to buy a new ticket to France.  

This time, he meant it—and left Sweden in early July 2018. 
But his stay in France was relatively short. After nine months, his case was 

processed by French authorities and rejected due to “Dublin”—that is, he 
would have to go back to Sweden because it was the first European country 
where he had registered himself as an asylum seeker.   

In the early summer of 2019, Farzhad was back in Sweden. He did not 
return to Avesta, though, but moved to a suburban area of Stockholm, where 
he both worked and lived in a car workshop owned by an Iranian man.  

I do not know how he met the owner of the workshop, but when I saw 
Farzhad in Avesta in the summer of 2019, where he spent time visiting Celine, 
he expressed a clear ambivalence about working and living in the workshop.  

On the one hand, he had somewhere to stay, and he earned more money 
than he had received from the Migration Agency before the rejection of his 
application. Now, he could even save money so that he could afford a good 
lawyer to help him claim asylum in Sweden next time, in 2022, four years 
after the rejection of his asylum when he would be allowed to register a new 
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application for asylum. He also hoped he could pay someone to help him find 
his mother and younger brother, whom he had not heard from since leaving 
Afghanistan on 2015.  

On the other hand, the workshop was in a high-crime area often patrolled 
by police officers. Farzhad told me that the police had, on one occasion, made 
an unannounced visit to the workshop. Fortunately, his boss noticed the police 
officers before they appeared at the door, and he warned Farzhad, who 
dropped his tools and ran out the back. Farzhad did not know why the police 
came; he did not know if they were looking for him, or searching for other 
illegalized migrants as part of internal border control, or visiting for other rea-
sons. His boss did not tell him what the police said. The event contributed to 
Farzhad’s anxiety and feeling of paranoia that characterized his utterly precar-
ious situation. 

Illegal work 
De Genova has highlighted that despite large numbers of people being sub-
jected to deportability in the United States, only a minority of all deportable 
migrants actually get deported (De Genova 2003). This is also true in the Swe-
dish context. In 2017, the Swedish border police carried out 1,669 forced de-
portations. Most (1,006) were categorized as Dublin cases, so these migrants 
were therefore not deported back to their homelands but rather to the first Eu-
ropean country in which they had been fingerprinted, most often Italy or 
Greece. Only 322 people were forcibly deported to countries considered “dif-
ficult or very difficult” (ursprungsland dit det är svårt eller mycket svårt att 
verkställa besluten), such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Somalia (Polisen 2018). 
Seen in relation to the total number of people residing in Sweden without any 
legal right to do so—which, again, might be as high as 75,000—the percentage 
of people being forcibly deported is miniscule, especially if the intention re-
ally is to deport all those denied asylum in Sweden.  

According to De Genova, illegal work has become a crucial point in the 
labor market regime, not the least in the U.S. context where he conducted re-
search. De Genova has focused particularly on the role of illegalized migrants 
from Mexico in the U.S.  In De Genova’s view, the selective deportation of a 
few is central to the deportation regime. “What makes deportability so deci-
sive in the legal production of migrant ‘illegality’ and the militarized policing 
of nation-state borders is that some are deported in order that most may re-
main (un-deported),” he writes (De Genova 2003:439, emphasis added). In 
the U.S. context, (un-deported) deportable people play an important role in the 
labor market since the legal production of illegality “effectively serves to cre-
ate and sustain a legally vulnerable—and hence, relatively tractable and thus 
‘cheap’—reserve of labor,” De Genova argues (2003:440).  

As has been pointed out by anthropologists Christine Jacobsen and Marry-
Anne Karlsen, it cannot be assumed a priori that De Genova’s analysis of the 
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role of the deportability of Mexicans in the U.S. also holds true for the situa-
tion of refugees in the European context. Jacobsen and Karlsen argue that the 
role of refugees in Europe is not similar to that of Mexican migrants in the 
U.S.; they do not think that refugees in Europe are exploited in the labor mar-
ket to the same degree as deportable migrants in the U.S. are. On the contrary, 
refugees in Europe are often kept out of the labor market (Jacobsen and 
Karlsen 2020:11).  

It is true that most of the refugees I met during my fieldwork were not 
exploited in the Swedish labor market in the way that many Mexicans in the 
U.S. are. Nevertheless, the example of Farzhad functions as an important re-
minder that some people who become illegalized and live under a threat of 
deportability see illegal work as their best—or their only—option for earning 
a living. Therefore, the presence of an increasing number of people who are 
not legally allowed to reside in Sweden, but who nevertheless remain, means 
that they effectively become part of a potential “unemployed reserve army of 
workers” (Engels 1845). 

A vicious circle of illegalization  
A certainly unintended consequence of restrictive immigration control and 
limited access to asylum is the production of an increasingly large group of 
people over which authorities have reduced control.  

Several reports maintain that refugees in deportable situations are espe-
cially vulnerable to both labor exploitation and sexual exploitation (JÄMO 
2021; Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2017). A Swedish state-led investigation, 
moreover, has identified children and youths without residence permit as a 
particularly “high risk group” of becoming involved in illegal drug trade and 
organized criminal gangs (BRÅ 2021; Länsstyrelsen Stockholm 2018). These 
reports, which are based on police investigations, online surveys, and inter-
views with social workers, police officers, NGOs and people who have been 
part of such criminal activities, indicate that the increased number of people 
living under deportability results in increased organized criminality and ex-
ploitation of vulnerable people (although this remains to be studied ethno-
graphically in the Swedish context).51  

The increasing group of people in deportability have in turn also nurtured 
securitarian reasoning and practices. In June 2016, the Swedish government, 
then led by the Social Democratic Party and the Green Party, presented a bill 
(2015/16:146) that aimed to reduce the amount of time that refugees denied 
asylum can continue to receive subsidies and accommodation from the state. 
Johan Forsell, the Moderate Party’s spokesperson on migration issues, told the 

 
51 This is not to say that involvement in criminal networks is in any sense exclusive to illegalized 
refugees or other migrants. Many who get involved in organized criminality are in fact Swedish 
citizens.  
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press that he welcomed the bill but said it was too weak. He warned that the 
increase in people residing in Sweden without residence permit would give 
birth to a “parallel world,” a skuggsamhälle (literally “shadow society”). For-
sell proposed that the four years that refugees denied asylum must wait before 
they are able to register a new application should be extended to eight years 
(Svensson 2016). 

Markus Wiechel, spokesperson for the Sweden Democratic party, re-
sponded to both the bill and Forsell’s comments, saying that all steps towards 
more restrictive immigration is good but that both the government’s and the 
Moderate Party’s suggestions were “insufficient” (Svensson 2016). In his 
party’s view, much tougher measures in relation to “unauthorized” (till-
ståndslösa) migrants were needed, and he suggested, for example, that people 
who denied asylum should not receive any financial or other forms of aid at 
all, not even education or healthcare. Making life in Sweden even more diffi-
cult for refugees denied asylum was a way to convince them to leave Sweden 
once and for all (Svensson 2016).  

Unsurprisingly, then, the presence of a large group of deportable refu-
gees—people living in utterly precarious social, legal, and economic situa-
tions, often waiting four years to register a new application for asylum—has 
not only generated further illegalization but has also become a productive el-
ement in securitarian reasoning. 

The situation of illegalized migrants most clearly illuminates a combina-
tion of securitarianism and humanitarianism that permeates immigration con-
trol and refugee reception in Sweden. On the one hand, people like Sayed, 
Ramineh, Lawita, Arash, Farzhad, Jabir, Namid, and Fahima learned from the 
migration authorities that they were no longer welcome in Sweden and had to 
prepare for deportation. On the other hand, there were people in Avesta who 
supported illegalized refugees by providing money, shelter, food, and so on, 
just as the state provided a varying degree of welfare services, such as 
healthcare, schools, shelter, and small subsidies for illegalized refugees with 
underaged children. In other words, the examples discussed in this chapter 
testify to the fact that refugees’ waiting in Sweden is not only produced and 
conditioned by a combination of humanitarian and securitarian practices, but 
that it also produces humanitarian as well as securitarian responses.  
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Chapter 7. Productive waiting 

Like many other refugees, Sayed, Ramineh, Hashem, Rachel, Farzhad, Malik, 
Shadia, Fahima, and Haydar arrived in Sweden in the mid-2010s. They left 
totalitarian regimes, wars, sectarian violence, natural disasters, famine, pov-
erty, and persecution, and they made their way to Sweden, the northern pe-
riphery of Europe. They are part of an increasingly vulnerable group of people 
across the globe who see no better alternative than venturing to the north in 
search of asylum. When they left their former home countries, Sweden was 
internationally known for its comparatively open and humanitarian immigra-
tion policies. Drawn to Sweden partly by that reputation, they sought to re-
establish their lives there. What many of them met in Sweden was different 
from what they had hoped for. What awaited them in Sweden was waiting: 
waiting for residence permit; waiting for family reunification; waiting for job 
opportunities; and sometimes waiting for a last chance opportunity to have 
their case reassessed by the authorities—or get an enforcement halt order ap-
proved—after their application for asylum had been rejected. 

The different kinds of waiting that this thesis has focused on were a conse-
quence of two phenomena. First, they were a result of the increased numbers 
of refugees arriving in Sweden in early and mid-2010s, something that partly 
derived from the humanitarian immigration policies at the time. Second, the 
different forms of waiting were also produced by a perceived need to control, 
regulate, and reduce immigration. In late 2015, the Swedish government 
turned towards more restrictive immigration policies, which in turn increased 
the waiting of many refugees already arrived in Sweden or who were about 
to. 

In this thesis I analysed some of the factors that produce and condition the 
waiting of refugees in the rural community of Avesta. I attended to how refu-
gees cope in their everyday lives while waiting, and I highlighted instances of 
society’s response to the situation of refugees who are waiting.  

The problem with waiting 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, several scholars have voiced concerns about re-
search on refugees’ waiting. Anthropologist Georgina Ramsay, for example, 
critiques a tendency in research to unwittingly and unreflectively reproduce 
an image of refugees as inhabiting an exceptionally different temporality from 
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that of non-refugees, where displacement “is conflated with a seemingly es-
sential condition of temporal otherness: of being outside the time rhythms of 
ordinary life” (Ramsay 2017:204).  

By highlighting the different ways in which refugees are subjected to wait-
ing—such as waiting for asylum—there is indeed a risk that research becomes 
part of othering and reducing refugees to passive, agentless subjects, of repre-
senting them as an essentially distinct group of people whose entire life is 
oriented around the search for residence permit. As a way out of such essen-
tialization of refugees, Ramsay urges scholars to study how other vulnerable 
groups also experience similar situations. She discusses anthropologist Anne 
Allison’s study of poor Japanese youths who work illegally in so-called “net 
cafés” and who often live in violent homeless environments. Anxiety and so-
cial precarity is widespread within this group, as is suicide. Even if these peo-
ple have not migrated across national borders, Allison argues that they too can 
be labelled as “refugees” since they lack legal recognition from the state and 
are denied social securities (Allison 2012; Ramsay 2017:203).  

Ramsay is sympathetic towards Allison’s attempt to expand the concept of 
“refugee” to other categories of people than those crossing national borders. 
Ramsay is critical, however, of Allison’s special focus on the legal dimension 
of precarity. In Ramsay’s view, Allison repeats the mistake many migration 
scholars do, conflating social precarity with the lack of legal recognition 
(Ramsay 2017:203). The defining feature of the situation of poor youths in 
Japan as well as of refugees across the globe is not merely their lack of legal 
recognition, Ramsay argues. Rather, it is the “experience of existential dis-
placement,” defined as a way of “existing in the present towards an uncertain 
or seemingly impossible future,” that characterizes the situation of refugees as 
well as of the poor Japanese youths (Ramsay 2017:203). Following the rea-
soning of sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (Bauman 2003), Ramsay explains that 
“existential displacement” is by no means an experience exclusive to refugees 
but is rather part of a “generalised condition of precarity and uprootedness that 
has proliferated under neoliberal capitalism” (Ramsay 2017:203). Waiting—
defined as “existential displacement”—ought to be thought of as a symptom 
and defining feature of the contemporary global order of things, according to 
Ramsay.  

In addition to the situation of urban poor in Japan and in different parts of 
the world (see also Auyero 2012; Procupez 2015; Khosravi 2017), parallels 
can be drawn to other groups of people also caught in waiting. People who are 
sick or suffering from severe physical or psychological trauma also experience 
a kind of “existential displacement,” struggling with deep anxieties about their 
future as they wait for doctors’ appointments, for diagnosis and prognosis, for 
medical treatment, for an end to their illness (Frumer et al. 2021; Pasquini 
2021:71). 

Likewise, comparisons can be made between the situation of refugees who 
apply for family reunification and people who apply to adopt children. As in 
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the case for refugees like Rachel, Haydar, and Ibrahim, prospective adoptive 
parents must also prove themselves worthy by fulfilling a set of criteria, such 
as having a sufficient income and a large enough place to live. In both cases, 
applicants deal with complex bureaucratic procedures that take time and gen-
erate frustration and anxiety as well as, of course, longing, hope, and expecta-
tions for the future (Rogers 2018; Jonsson Malm 2011:100).  

Acknowledging the fact that many people in different situations are caught 
up in processes that make their everyday situations precarious and their futures 
uncertain is an important move towards de-essentializing refugees, something 
that deserves continued attention in research. But even if I agree with Ramsay 
that it is important to make clear that refugees are not the only people sub-
jected to waiting—that waiting as existential displacement is rather a broader 
symptom of recent processes of globalization and neo-liberalization—I none-
theless think it is important to point out how the waiting of refugees, in certain 
instances, is different from the waiting of other groups. Anthropologist Marry-
Anne Karlsen has also made this point, maintaining that it is precisely through 
controlling and shaping migrants’ temporalities that states and markets pro-
duce and reproduce migrants as a distinct social category and make migrants 
subordinate to citizens (Karlsen 2021:11-2). 

The waiting of refugees is different from waiting by others, but not because 
refugees represent an essentially different group of people. Their waiting is 
different from others’ waiting because legal, economic, and social structures 
produce and shape refugees’ experience of waiting—their warps of time—in 
particular ways.    

First, there is the legal dimension. The refugees portrayed in this thesis 
were either subjected to the asylum process at the time of my fieldwork, or 
they had recently undergone it and had either received residence permit or 
been denied asylum. The waiting time for having one’s asylum processed in-
creased dramatically in 2015 and onwards, especially for groups considered 
“complicated,” including people from Afghanistan, Iraq, or Somalia. For these 
people, the increased waiting, the increasingly uncertain outcome of the wait-
ing, and the asylum procedures, including interviews, meetings with lawyers, 
additional language tests, and court trials, led to frustration, feelings of alien-
ation, and mistrust towards authorities, interpreters, and lawyers. Another way 
that Swedish immigration control produced legally precarious waiting was the 
introduction of temporary residence permits, which meant that refugees who 
received residence permit after the 2015-16 changes were uncertain that they 
would actually be allowed to stay in the country longtermly, even though their 
need for protection had been recognized by the state. And for those who were 
rejected for asylum but nevertheless remained, their anxiety intensified pro-
foundly because their (il)legal status restricted their access to social security 
and welfare services in Sweden.  

The refugees I followed in Avesta also lived in an economically meager 
situation. People in the asylum process received a daily subsidy equal to 8 
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USD per day for single adults, 6 USD per day for adults living with their part-
ner, and 4 USD for children. Refugees who had received residence permit 
were also in an economically difficult situation, since the state subsidy, in-
tended to cover rental costs, electricity, water, insurance, internet, and other 
living expenses, was only 30 USD per day. Needless to say, the economic 
situation of people denied asylum was even worse. Refugees like Sayed and 
Ramineh, who had underaged children, did receive subsidies, but at half the 
amount of what they received during the asylum process. Those without un-
deraged children, moreover, became dependent on others, on NGOs, friends, 
or other compassionate people who were willing to give of their own money. 
The only other option for survival was to work illegally, which, unsurpris-
ingly, was a strategy that some refugees adopted. 

Entangled with the legal and economic precarity of refugees in Sweden is 
also a social precarity. Racism is well-documented in Sweden (Gardell, Mo-
lina, and Wolfast 2018; Nekby 2002; Carlsson 2009; Agerström et al. 2012; 
Arai and Vilhelmsson 2001; Bursell 2014; Sager and Mulinari 2018; 
Lundström 2021). As we saw in Chapter 3, refugees in Avesta were subjected 
to both verbal and physical harassment that hardly can be interpreted as any-
thing other than racism. In Chapter 5, I mentioned how employers in Sweden 
are less prone to invite people with Middle-Eastern-sounding names to job 
interviews, a symptom of a broader structural racism in the labor market. The 
example of Malik—who was offered a job but had the offer withdrawn when 
he told the employer that he was an asylum seeker, as recounted in Chapter 
3—also illustrates a double discrimination experienced by those who lack res-
idence permit in the country.  

In addition to exploring legal, economic, and social precarity, I have also 
demonstrated how geographical location impacts the everyday experience of 
waiting. For some people, being placed in small and relatively remote villages 
without access to social activities gave rise to feelings of isolation. For oth-
ers—as was the case for Rachel and Haydar, who both lived in Krylbo—the 
shabbiness of their apartments, combined with the local stigmatization of their 
neighbourhood, made people feel abandoned by the surrounding society.  

Seen in isolation, these legal, economic, social, and spatial factors are not 
necessarily unique to refugees. There are other groups who also experience 
economic, social, and legal precarity in rural areas. But it is the specific inter-
sections of these precarities combined with contextual aspects of the local en-
vironment that shape refugees’ time warps and make the waiting particularly 
difficult to endure. 

But this is not to say that these processes reduce refugees to passive indi-
viduals who lack agency. Although the people I followed in Avesta did not 
mobilize any protests or engage in other forms of visible political resistance, 
they found ways to navigate their precarious situation of waiting. Some sought 
to improve their situation by expanding and exploiting their social network. 
Such was the case of Rachel, for example, when she managed to swap 
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apartments with another Eritrean refugee, making her closer to qualifying for 
family reunification. Others, like Haydar, found alternative ways to become 
reunited with his wife Zanya, who had been left behind in Iraq. He mobilized 
his contacts across Europe and the Middle East to get Zanya into Scotland by 
plane, avoiding the intensified border restrictions across Europe. Farzhad, the 
young Afghan man who left Sweden to try his chances in France, represents 
another example of how people actively seek alternative ways to improve their 
situation.  

Most refugees I met in Avesta worked hard to learn the Swedish language 
and seemed willing to learn about Swedish society, about its norms and cus-
toms, in order to improve their chances of getting a job. Refugees in Avesta 
also found ways to endure their waiting, hanging out with others in a similar 
situation and attending places like the Meeting Ground, Avesta Solidarity 
Center, or language cafés, where they could meet Swedes. And most had per-
sonal ways of coping with the stress that waiting in precarity gave rise to, such 
as listening to music, exercising, or taking brisk walks through the old forests 
and farmlands surrounding the region. 

But even if people find ways to improve their situation and their chances 
for a better future, even if they find ways to endure, the situation of waiting 
under legal, social, and economic precarity is nevertheless worth taking seri-
ously, not least because it raises ethical concerns.  

Ethics of waiting 
One scholar who has discussed the ethical implications of refugees in ex-
tended periods of waiting is philosopher Odin Lysaker. In an article called 
“Nowhere Home, the Waiting of Vulnerable Child Refugees,” Lysaker fo-
cuses on “protracted waiting” as experienced by unaccompanied minors in 
Norway and portrayed by filmmaker Margreth Olin in a documentary called 
Nowhere Home (Lysaker 2020). 

Lysaker builds his discussion on the reasoning of philosopher Martha 
Nussbaum, who maintains that vulnerability is a universal ontological condi-
tion of humankind. All human beings share the precondition of having a body 
vulnerable to many different forms of harm and are therefore dependent on 
support and care from others. Instead of taking the individual’s ability to make 
free choices as the core of moral and ethical reasoning—which is standard 
within liberal moral philosophy—Lysaker says that ethical reasoning should 
instead start with the premise that all people are interdependent (Lysaker 
2020:86-7).  

In addition to food, water, and shelter, all individuals need access to “stable 
environments” from which they can receive social recognition in the form of 
“love, respect and esteem” as well as sufficient care for physical or psycho-
logical illness or trauma. Only in a stable environment can one’s vulnerability 
be safely recognized and one’s life lived with dignity (Lysaker 2020:84).  
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In Lysaker’s view, anyone subjected to harm, such as torture, sexual abuse, 
or physical assault, suffers from mis-recognition and has his or her human 
dignity violated (Lysaker 2020:83-8).  

The notion of dignity plays a central role in international human rights dis-
courses. The Universal Human Rights Declaration from 1948 states, for ex-
ample, that a violation of human dignity is also a violation of human rights. 

In his work, Lysaker links human vulnerability explicitly to the dimension 
of time. Humans know that time inevitably brings them closer to the end of 
their lives. We know that everything we do and strive for in life takes time. It 
takes time to mature; it takes time to develop social relationships; it takes time 
to learn new things. Temporal vulnerability is therefore, like embodied vul-
nerability, also a universally shared ontological pre-condition.  

According to Lysaker, people who “fall out of time”—that is, people who 
are excluded “from a normal, expectable lifecycle in terms of socially shared 
scripts of life pathways and life courses, including expectations about the tim-
ing and sequencing of role transitions”—suffer from “temporal mis-recogni-
tion” and, hence, have their dignity, and their human rights, violated (Lysaker 
2020:90). 

Lysaker maintains that this is the situation of the unaccompanied minors 
portrayed in Olin’s documentary. The youths in the documentary are sent be-
tween European countries, none of which are willing to provide them protec-
tion by granting permanent residency. The lack of residence permits makes 
these young people particularly temporally vulnerable, denying them the ca-
pability to lead a “normal life course” (Lysaker 2020:90).  

“Subsequently,” writes Lysaker, “refugee minors’ life course is put on hold 
regarding temporally conditioned everyday life practices of childhood (e.g., 
eating, being cared for, playing, or attending school). Furthermore, falling out 
of time implies that normal expectancies about a healthy body, predictable 
linear time and expected durations are no longer conformed to the normal 
timetable scripts” (Lysaker 2020:90).  

What he is saying is that the way these minors are treated is not just and 
should be considered a violation of their human rights. 

 With the situation of these refugee children in mind, Lysaker formulates 
what he terms a “waiting guarantee.” Central to such a waiting guarantee, as 
Lysaker imagines it, is that no one shall have to experience a “prolonged wait-
ing that exceeds the UNHCR’s limit of five years of protracted refugee situa-
tions” (Lysaker 2020:90).  

The waiting guarantee can be seen as an instrument to measure whether 
people are suffering from temporal mis-recognition: if anyone has been living 
for more than five years without being able to lead a “normal life course” that 
is “conformed to the normal timetable scripts,” their human rights are disre-
spected. None of the refugees I met in Avesta had been waiting in Sweden for 
more than five years when I first met them in 2017 and 2018. At the time of 
this writing, in autumn 2022, however, several of them—including Farzhad, 
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Sayed, Ramineh, and their son Hashem, and Malik, Shadia, and their two chil-
dren—are still waiting, seven years after their arrival in Sweden, to be able to 
get on with their lives. 

Sayed and Ramineh are not allowed to work or educate themselves in Swe-
den. Neither can they make plans for their future in Sweden. Their financial 
situation is precarious, and they have limited access to Swedish welfare ser-
vices. For these reasons, we can say that they are not able to live “a normal, 
expectable lifecycle in terms of socially shared scripts of life pathways and 
life courses” (Lysaker 2020:90). Therefore, one could further say that they 
suffer from temporal mis-recognition and that their dignity and human rights 
are not respected.  

Of course, one could object to such statement by pointing to the fact that 
the Swedish authorities investigated their case and arrived at the conclusion 
that the evidence they presented was not enough to qualify them for asylum. 
From the state’s point of view, the legal situation of Farzhad, Sayed, Ramineh, 
and others was settled long ago. Technically, these people are no longer wait-
ing for asylum. But those I met in Avesta who had been denied asylum all 
disagreed with the conclusion that Swedish authorities had reached about their 
case. Sayed and Ramineh, for example, believed the decision to be unjust. 
They were terrified by the thought of being deported to Afghanistan, a country 
marked by civil war, where suicide bombings are recurrent, where their child 
Hashem would probably not be able to go to a proper school, and where they 
could be apprehended by members of their clan who, in a worst-case scenario, 
would murder them.  

It is impossible to know how Sayed and Ramineh’s situation (or the situa-
tions of the other refugees I met) would develop were they actually deported. 
Research has shown, however, that people deported from Europe to Afghani-
stan suffer from fierce discrimination and exclusion. Anthropologist Shahram 
Khosravi, who has studied deportees in Afghanistan, writes that many de-
ported Afghans either lack ID cards or get a special stamp on their ID cards 
signifying their post-deportee status, which in both cases makes it very diffi-
cult for these people to secure employment or rent houses in Afghanistan 
(Khosravi 2018:3).  

In Khosravi’s analysis, the post-deportation situation is marked by “fear, 
anxiety, uncertainty, and insecurity,” and people live in a situation that “re-
sembles the condition of undocumentedness prior to the deportation” 
(Khosravi 2018:4). This is also a reason why many who get deported do not 
“reintegrate” in their home countries but instead choose to “remigrate” to the 
global north or to other countries considered safer, once again trying their luck 
at getting asylum (Khosravi 2018:9, also Majidi 2018:128; Turnbull 2018:53).  

Similar to those living in a state of deportability in Europe, people who 
have been deported are also “constantly waiting for something to happen, for 
decisions and assistance coming from others, from the authorities, NGOs, 
family members back in the country they are deported from, a chance to 
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remigrate,” writes Khosravi (2018:8). Similar situations also await refugees 
who get deported to Mali and Togo (Lecadet 2018:201), Nigeria (Plambech 
2018:93), Cameroon (Alpes 2018:240), the Dominican Republic (Golash-
Boza and Navarro 2018), and, we might presume, many other countries as 
well.  

Even if deportation would put an end to Sayed and Ramineh’s waiting in 
Sweden, it would certainly not signify the end to their waiting in precarity. 
There are, in other words, strong reasons to believe that Sayed, Ramineh, and 
many others would risk having their temporal vulnerability mis-recognized in 
their countries of origin. From a human rights perspective, deportation there-
fore not seem a feasible solution to the issue of temporal mis-recognition of 
refugees like Sayed and Ramineh. 

From the state’s point of view, every single refugee would ideally accept 
the outcome of the asylum procedures, even if the decision is negative and 
results in deportation. We know, however, that this is not the case for a ma-
jority of those who are denied asylum in Sweden. Today, as many as 75,000 
people may be living in the country under the threat of deportation. The ques-
tion is: if the state has rejected these people’s right to asylum and protection, 
who or what is supposed to protect their human rights and make sure their 
vulnerability, embodied as well as temporal, is recognized? Whose responsi-
bility is it to make sure that illegalized, deportable people have their needs 
met—that in addition to the basic requirements of food, water, and shelter, 
they can access social recognition in the form of “love, esteem, and respect” 
and are offered the possibility to live lives in accordance with “socially shared 
scripts of life pathways and life courses” (Lysaker 2020:90)? 

In the liberal tradition of philosophy, ethical reasoning has often seen the 
nation-state as the main agent for promoting and protecting the justice of its 
citizens (Nussbaum 2006:16-8; also Mathis 2018:2). As Nussbaum makes 
clear, liberal philosophers often consider justice between nations as secondary 
to justice within one nation (Nussbaum 2006:18-9). For these philosophers, in 
other words, it is more important to promote justice among the nation’s citi-
zens than to advocate and work for justice abroad. But Nussbaum—on whose 
philosophical reasoning Lysaker builds his “waiting guarantee”—disagrees 
with them, arguing that the promotion of global justice is imperative to a mod-
ern theory of justice. In her view, rich nations have a responsibility to provide 
financial and other forms of aid to poorer countries (Nussbaum 2006:316-21). 

Nussbaum admits, though, that her model of social justice is still “nation-
centered” (Nussbaum 2006:291) and measures social justice “in terms of a 
nation’s ability to secure to citizens a list of central capabilities”52 (Nussbaum 
2006:281, emphasis added).  

 
52 Nussbaum argues that the best way to measure social justice is not by looking at what rights 
people have. Rather, she thinks that justice is best measured by attending to whether people 
have the concrete capabilities to live flourishing lives. Nussbaum therefore suggests a list of ten 
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Although her work advances an important way to think philosophically and 
ethically about global justice, Nussbaum does not solve the question of how 
to think about human rights and responsibilities in relation to people who lack 
citizenship or are citizens of countries they do not want to be part of. This is 
problematic. In philosopher Seyla Benhabib’s reasoning about the rights of 
stateless people and illegalized migrants, we are dealing with a fundamental 
injustice, since these people are even denied the “right to have rights,” to par-
aphrase Hannah Arendt (Arendt 2004:296; Benhabib 2004:49). If people lack 
the status of being a rights-bearing subject, how then will they be able to enjoy 
any rights at all?  

Benhabib thinks that this problem can be solved by liberally granting mem-
bership to migrants through the implementation of something she terms “po-
rous borders” (Benhabib 2007:453).  

Benhabib leaves open the question of whether “membership” should result 
in citizenship, residence permit or other legal categories. The important thing 
for her is that (national) membership, in any form, “ought to be open to all in 
principle who aspire to it, including to the undocumented whose status can be 
legalized or regularized,” although she also cautions that “membership will 
have some preconditions such as demonstration of language competence, 
skills, etc” (Benhabib 2007:453). In her view, “naturalization” ought to be a 
“universal human right” (Benhabib 2004:50). As such, it would not focus so 
much on migrants’ legal grounds for asylum, their degree of vulnerability, or 
their national background as much as on their determination to become part 
of and contribute to the society.  

Behnhabib’s suggestion about universal naturalization would most likely 
benefit people like Sayed, Ramineh, Farzhad, and those denied residency in 
Sweden who worked hard to learn the language and integrate into Swedish 
society. But very little suggests that Benhabib’s ideas about “porous borders” 
will materialize in Sweden or elsewhere, at least not in the foreseeable future. 
And as long as people remain illegalized, it remains unclear which agents or 
institutions ought to be held responsible for the temporal misrecognition and 
other violations of human rights that the illegalized suffer from.  

 But there is another force at play in the just treatment of illegalized refu-
gees. Choosing to sidestep or simply ignore debates about whose responsibil-
ity protecting the rights of these people ought to be (national states, suprana-
tional organizations, or non-governmental organizations), some people take 
responsibility into their own hands. These individuals provide some degree of 
care, aid, and protection to refugees. They respond to the waiting of refugees, 
recognizing the many forms of human vulnerability and doing what they can 
to make such precarious lives more dignified.  

 
capabilities—such as “bodily health” and “bodily integrity” (Nussbaum 2006:394-5, emphasis 
in original)—that she thinks is central to a life of dignity. If any single individual lacks any one 
of the ten capabilities, he or she suffers from social injustice, according to Nussbaum.  
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Throughout the thesis, we have seen several examples of how local people 
in Avesta engaged with the refugees in their municipality. One such example 
was the Meeting Ground, a place where mothers could bring their children, 
learn Swedish, and receive both practical and emotional support from the 
women who ran it. Another example was Avesta Solidarity Center (ASC), a 
grassroots organization that provided Swedish lessons, free of charge, to all 
refugees regardless of their legal status in Sweden. A third example of people 
who took practical ethical responsibility was Annette and Martin, who took 
ethical responsibility for Afghan youths they welcomed into their home. The 
youths who stayed at Annette and Martin’s not only received food, clothes, 
and a place to sleep, but they also became part of a social environment where 
they received practical, legal, moral, and emotional support.  

In addition to the Meeting Ground, ASC, and Annette and Martin, many 
other initiatives flourished in Avesta, such as language cafés, drama courses, 
choirs, therapy groups, sport activities, and community-led excursions. Alt-
hough I did not have the time to explore these initiatives in more depth during 
my fieldwork, all of them testified to a widespread welcoming attitude in 
Avesta towards refugees, something that motivated me to use the concept of 
“welcome culture” (Fleischmann and Steinhilper 2017b). And although these 
local initiatives did not fundamentally change the legal and economic precar-
ity of refugees in Avesta, those who attended them frequently received moral 
support and developed feelings of belonging with the organizers or other par-
ticipants, making them feel less socially vulnerable.   

Throughout the thesis, I have also attended to instances when the Swedish 
state offers protection, aid, and various forms of support to refugees whose 
asylum claims have been rejected. The right to medical treatment for urgent 
medical conditions is one such example, as is the right to accommodation for 
families with minors. These rights did not appear out of nowhere, however. 
As we saw in the previous chapter, the right to urgent medical care was partly 
a result of a debate lasting several years, first initiated in 2008 by healthcare 
professionals who maintained that the previous system of denying deportable 
migrants healthcare was unjust. The right for illegalized families to remain in 
Migration Agency accommodation was, furthermore, partly a consequence of 
Sweden having ratified the Children Convention of 1989 and taking seriously 
the obligation that no children are made homeless in the country.    

The initiatives and practices on local and national levels were all to some 
degree informed by an ethical imperative to help refugees in precarious situa-
tions. These initiatives exemplify and contribute to an ethics of waiting. But 
acknowledging such ethics in practice also needs to be nuanced. As I have 
shown, the humanitarian engagement highlighted in this thesis was by no 
means disconnected from securitarian ideals and practices. Instead, humani-
tarian engagement is inevitably entangled with securitarianism.  
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A dispositif of immigration control and refugee reception 
In this thesis, I have argued that the waiting of refugees in social, legal, and 
economic precarity is produced and shaped by a combination of humanitarian 
and securitarian responses, just as this waiting gives rise to responses both 
humanitarian and securitarian.  

Swedish immigration control and refugee reception might seem ambiva-
lent, as if Sweden cannot decide whether it wants to help and support refugees 
or not. Such a view presumes that there is a unitary state with an agency of its 
own, which is certainly not the case. Instead, if we want to understand the 
seemingly contradictory practices and the legal hodgepodge that characterizes 
Swedish immigration control and refugee reception, we can approach it as a 
dispositif. In Foucault’s terminology, a dispositif is a “thoroughly heterogene-
ous ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regu-
latory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philo-
sophical, moral and philanthropic propositions—in short, the said as much as 
the unsaid” (Foucault 1980:194). 

Foucault identifies two parallel processes which are constitutive of dispos-
itifs. 

First, dispositifs demonstrate “functional overdetermination,” which sig-
nifies a process of single effects having multiple causes (Foucault 1980:195, 
emphasis in original; also Hardy 2015). Immigration control and refugee re-
ception are good examples of how multiple disparate elements—including po-
litical parties, supranational organizations like the United Nations, trade un-
ions, human rights documents, laws, state agencies, lawyers, private enter-
prises, NGOs, and a number of other institutions, discourses, buildings, arte-
facts, and ordinary people—jointly produce and shape outcomes such as 
waiting.  

Second, dispositifs are formed by what Foucault terms “strategic elabora-
tions” (Foucault 1980:195, emphasis in original). This designates processes 
in which “elements” such as individuals, state institutions, corporations, or 
non-governmental organizations, in various ways and for various reasons, 
capitalize on or transform some of the unintended negative effects of a dispos-
itif into something useful (Foucault 1980:195). 

Foucault takes the prison and the penal system as an example (thoroughly 
analyzed in Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Foucault 1995). The 
demand for prisons emerged during the industrialization and urbanization of 
the 18th and 19th centuries, when large groups of people were pulled into swell-
ing cities as factory workers. This was also a time when an increasing number 
of people found themselves without employment, and many turned to criminal 
activities. The prison system was developed as a response to this surge in 
crime, a tactical way to keep troublemakers off the streets and prevent them 
from causing more problems. One unintended, “negative,” effect of this strat-
egy, however, was that when people were imprisoned together, they formed 
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gangs and committed further illegal acts. Out of the new penal-system, a “de-
linquent milieu” emerged (Foucault 1980:195). 

This “negative” effect was put to productive use. Foucault mentions how 
this delinquent milieu allowed for the growth of organized prostitution, en-
riching people who exploited women, just as it enabled the illicit trade of 
drugs, alcohol, and firearms. People from within the delinquent milieu were 
also used as strikebreakers by factory owners whenever trade unions orga-
nized strikes. Foucault did not endorse organized prostitution, the drug and 
firearm trade, or strikebreakers as morally “positive” phenomena. His point 
was that they were productive outcomes of a delinquent milieu orchestrated 
by power (Foucault 1980:196).  

There are several parallels to be drawn between the prison system of the 
19th century and the way refugees are treated in the dispositif of immigration 
control and refugee reception today. 

As we saw in Chapter 2, the precarious waiting of refugees is partly a con-
sequence of an ongoing and unresolved negotiation between humanitarian and 
securitarian interests—between ideals of protecting refugees in vulnerable po-
sitions and the need to protect the Swedish welfare system, the social security 
of citizens, and what is imagined to be the national culture from being desta-
bilized by too many immigrants. Refugees waiting in uncertainty is, in this 
sense, a “negative” effect of the development of a dispositif of immigration 
control and refugee reception.  

Many different actors have made use of this fraught situation for their ben-
efit. In Chapters 5 and 6, we saw how refugees under difficult circumstances 
might see illegal work as the most feasible option available, something which 
in turns provides employers with cheap labor and larger profits. The increased 
number of refugees in the 2010s also expanded the opportunities for private 
entrepreneurs to earn money by accommodating refugees in relatively cheap 
facilities, such as closed sanatoriums and camping sites, as was the case in 
Avesta. Moreover, the expanding machinery of immigration control and refu-
gee reception has provided job opportunities to a growing number of bureau-
crats.53 Several NGOs of various size have benefited financially, not least due 
to the relatively large sums of project money allocated by the central govern-
ment as well as by local and regional administrations in order to increase in-
tegration throughout the country. People who opened their homes to unaccom-
panied minors is another group who have also been financially compensated 
by the state for their service. 

 
53 In 2017, 8,091 workers were employed within the Migration Agency (ÅR 2017:97). Addi-
tionally, lawyers, interpreters, linguists (performing so-called language tests), healthcare pro-
fessionals, social workers, researchers (me included), and a whole range of other professionals 
have also earned money—and to some degree furthered their careers—thanks to the presence 
of refugees waiting for asylum and other legal decisions. 
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These and other initiatives have all reaped financial rewards. They can be 
seen as examples of Foucault’s strategic elaboration, bearing witness to a pro-
ductive dimension of the waiting of refugees. 

But the waiting of refugees does not only generate financial benefits for 
some: it generates a multitude of other responses as well. We have already 
seen that the waiting of refugees generates humanitarian initiatives on local as 
well as national levels. On the other hand, the increasing numbers of waiting 
refugees have played an important role in securitarian discourse. The increase 
in refugees in 2015 led to a shortage of accommodation for asylum seekers 
waiting for their applications to be processed—a waiting that also increased 
dramatically due to the increased numbers of asylum applications. The short-
age in accommodation, in turn played a major role in prime minister Stefan 
Löfvén’s decision to reduce the Swedish immigration policies to the “EU-
minimum level” (Holmquist et al 2015).  

Securitarian reasoning also undergirds discourse and activities associated 
with racism and far-right ideology.  

As I noted in Chapter 1, there were many violent acts, including arson and 
attempted arson, directed against asylum centers throughout Sweden in the 
mid-2010s. Online, many social media groups, so-called “alternative news 
sites,” and vlogs spread far-right discourse. As several researchers have 
shown, the internet has been widely used to spread hatred against immigrants 
and ethnic minorities, promote ultranationalist and racist ideologies, and re-
cruit new people to ultranationalist milieus (Dahlberg-Grundberg 2017; Wie-
derer 2013; Lööw 2017). And as sociologist Michael Dahlberg-Grundberg has 
documented, asylum seekers often become a specific target in such discourse. 
In a Facebook group called “No to asylum-centers in Sweden,” general dis-
cussions about the need for reduced immigration were, in 2015, mixed with 
hatred against immigrants. Dahlberg-Grundberg observes that one common 
viewpoint in the group was that Swedish society should take care of its own 
people instead of receiving refugees, that “there will be nothing left of Swe-
den” if Sweden does not close its borders to immigrants (Dahlberg-Grundberg 
2017:218, my translation). There was also a glorification of violence in the 
group, and some people encouraged others to burn down asylum centers.  

Even though it is sometimes difficult to establish a link between far-right 
discourse online and violent or racist acts against asylum centers and refugees, 
such as those experienced by Hamza and Farzhad (recounted in Chapter 3), 
both the aggressively securitarian rhetoric and the physical attacks enhance a 
sense of precarity and insecurity for those who are targets of such violence. In 
other words, refugees in Avesta found themselves amidst a combination of a 
humanitarian welcome culture and a securitarian farewell culture, and they did 
what they could to navigate these contradictory practices and discourses under 
precarious conditions. 
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Immigration politics in the present and the future 
This thesis was finalized in 2022, a year of dramatic events. Although Russian 
forces had annexed the Crimea peninsula, and pro-Russian separatist forces 
had been fighting for the control over Donetsk and Luhansk since 2014; alt-
hough Russia and Belarus mobilized large armed forces near the Ukrainian 
border in November 2021; and although the Russian leader Vladimir Putin 
warned, in late December 2021, that he would take “military-technical 
measures” against Ukraine, the world was shocked when Russian troops in-
vaded Ukraine on Febraury 24, 2022.  

Stories about Russian forces advancing into Ukraine from the east, south, 
and north, seizing important cities like Mariupol, Kherson, and Kharkiv, and 
killing tens of thousands of people, many of them civilians, headlined the Eu-
ropean newspapers in spring 2022. Horrific images of injured children, of des-
perate mothers trying to flee, and of bombed-out multistory buildings flooded 
the news. By the end of March, approximately 10 million Ukrainians were 
reported as internally displaced from their homes (Bloomberg News 2022).  

Since then, many have left Ukraine. As of September 2022, 6.6 million 
Ukrainians have fled the country. A majority of these, 4.1 million people, have 
sought refuge in Ukraine’s neighboring countries: Hungary, Romania, Slo-
vakia, Poland, and the Republic of Moldova (UNHCR 2022). In Sweden, 
around 45,000 Ukrainian refugees have arrived and applied for residence per-
mission (Migrationsverket 2022b). 

The EU’s response to Ukrainian refugees differed from their earlier re-
sponse to the refugee crisis of 2015. This time, the EU activated the so-called 
Temporary Protection Directive, designed in 2001 in order to respond quickly 
“in the event of a mass influx of displaced persons” but never before used 
(Council Directive 2001/55/EC). The activation of this directive means that 
people who can prove that they are from Ukraine, and that they fled the coun-
try later than October 2021, are automatically granted residence permission in 
the country where they choose to register themselves.54 Unlike Syrians, Eri-
treans, Afghans, and other groups who have figured in this thesis, the Ukrain-
ians who arrived in 2022 did not have to wait for their asylum claims to be 
investigated. 

In a public release, the European Commission stated that the main reason 
for the activation of the Temporary Protection Directive was that the high 
numbers of Ukrainian refugees represented a “clear risk that the asylum sys-
tems of EU countries would be unable to process applications within the dead-
lines set.” This, they said, would in turn “negatively affect the efficiency of 

 
54 Since Ukraine is part of the Schengen Area—which allows citizens of its member states to 
visit any other member state for 90 days without the need of a visa—the Dublin Regulation (see 
page 87 in this thesis) does not apply to Ukrainians. This means that Ukrainians are allowed to 
travel freely through Europe and can therefore choose in which country they want to apply for 
asylum. 
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national asylum processes and adversely affect the rights of people applying 
for international protection” (European Comission 2022). So, it was the com-
bination of a fear that huge numbers of Ukrainian refugees would severely 
overload national bureaucracies and a concern that Ukrainian refugees might 
have their rights to international protection temporarily compromised by 
lengthy waiting times—in other words, a combination of securitarian and hu-
manitarian reasoning—that led the EU to implement the Temporary Protec-
tion Directive.  

In Sweden, the response towards Ukrainian refugees resembled the re-
sponse towards the refugees from the Middle East and Africa who arrived in 
Sweden in 2015, before the securitarian turn of November 2015. Newspaper 
editors commented that Sweden should naturally “open their hearts” to 
Ukrainian refugees by providing both “humanitarian aid” and “refuge” to 
them (Lifvendahl 2022; Avellan 2022; Nyström 2022). As was the case in 
2015, when residents of Sweden travelled to Greece, Macedonia, and Italy to 
help incoming refugees, the press reported in spring 2022 how concerned 
Swedes travelled to the Ukrainian border to supply refugees with clothes, 
food, necessities, and transportation to more secure places (Rämgård-Östlund 
2022; Thorsell 2022). 

 The day after the Russian invasion, Magdalena Andersson, who succeeded 
Social Democrat Stefan Löfvén as Swedish Prime Minister, and Anders Yge-
man, the Social Democratic minister of migration, declared that Sweden “shall 
take its responsibility” by providing protection to the Ukrainian refugees, 
while also making clear that Sweden expected other EU member states to do 
the same (Erkenborn 2022). This echoed the rhetoric of the summer of 2015, 
before Löfvén declared that Sweden needed a “breathing space.”  

The Centre Party, the Green Party, and the Left Party—who had taken a 
considerably more humanitarian stance towards refugees over the past four 
decades compared with the other parties—were quick to announce that they 
agreed that Sweden must provide protection to Ukrainian refugees (Holmqvist 
2022; Klugman 2022).   

More surprising, however, was that the Christian Democratic Party, the 
Moderate Party, and the Sweden Democratic Party soon declared that they too 
supported receiving refugees from Ukraine—surprising because, from the late 
2015 onwards, these three political parties had consistently demanded more 
restrictive immigration policies than those implemented by the government in 
2015-16.  

The example of the Sweden Democratic Party is especially startling. Ini-
tially, the party stuck to their relatively restrictive immigration politics, pub-
lishing a statement on their official webpage that said “Sweden is full,” that 
there was no room for any Ukrainian refugees (P4 Dalarna 2022). But on 
March 4, eight days after the invasion began, an opinion poll was released, 
showing that 60% of those who sympathized with the Sweden Democratic 
Party were positive towards letting in Ukrainian refugees in Sweden (Westling 
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2022). The day after the poll was released, the Sweden Democrats announced 
that they too supported granting temporary protection to all Ukrainian citizens 
who arrived in Sweden.  

The party’s spokesperson for foreign affairs, Aron Emilsson, explained this 
relatively humanitarian turn by saying that Ukraine is both “geographically” 
and “culturally” closer to Sweden than countries like Afghanistan and Syria 
are, so welcoming Ukrainian refugees to Sweden would therefore be “less de-
manding,” “morally speaking” (Andersson 2022; Qvarforth 2022). Christo-
pher Larsson, another high-ranked member of the party, elaborated on the 
topic several days later, when he told the press that Ukrainians are not like 
“Afghans and Syrians” but “more like us”—“Christian” and “more Western” 
(Rosén and af Kleen 2022). Unlike refugees from the Middle East, Larsson 
explained, Ukrainians are also “keen to provide for themselves (försörja sig)” 
(Rosén and af Kleen 2022).  

Anthropologist Miriam Ticktin argues that presumed “innocence” is an im-
portant motor behind humanitarian aid and engagement, that people are most 
willing to help those who represent the most vulnerable and innocent groups, 
such as sick children, poor mothers, and people with disabilities (Ticktin 
2020). The Sweden Democratic Party’s uncharacteristically humanitarian 
stance towards receiving refugees from Ukraine shows that there is another 
element that enhances people’s willingness to aid refugees: a presumed prox-
imity of identity with the recipients of humanitarian aid. Ukrainian refugees 
are more “like us,” according to the Sweden Democrats, and can therefore be 
trusted, unlike refugees from the Middle East and Africa who are viewed sus-
piciously as people who come to Sweden to exploit the welfare benefits. The 
response of the Sweden Democrats reveals an unmistakably discriminatory 
element present in humanitarian reasoning. Or, to put it in the words of social 
scientist Polly Pallister-Wilkins, it illustrates how “racial hiearchization” (i.e., 
racism) is an “active animating agent” in contemporary humanitarianism (Pal-
lister-Wilkins 2021:101). 

No one knows for sure how immigration politics will develop in the com-
ing years, although most signs, at the time of publishing this thesis, point to-
wards even further restrictive measures. What I have shown here, though, is 
that even if national governments have significant power to make and adjust 
laws, regulations, and institutional procedures, the dispositif of immigration 
control and refugee reception also includes a multitude of other social ele-
ments—such as NGOs, private corporations, municipality administrations, 
ethically committed people who help refugees, and, of course, refugees them-
selves—that will inevitably also have a say and exert influence. 

By attending to the situation of refugees in Avesta, this thesis has revealed 
that the practice of letting refugees wait for long periods of time produces 
sociological effects. Besides exploring the increasing securitarian concerns—
manifested, for example, in restrictive immigration control measures as well 
as in a growth of anti-immigration sentiments—I have demonstrated how 
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supportive networks and initiatives also impact refugees’ experience in Swe-
den by not only offering social activities to fill the space of interminable wait-
ing but also by providing legal, emotional, and moral aid.  

Despite such initiatives, refugees’ experience of waiting in Avesta is nev-
ertheless difficult, an arduous exercise in precarity. Their time is warped by a 
Swedish bureaucratic machinery that subjects them to protracted waiting in 
legal uncertainty, questions their life stories during the asylum process, and 
hampers their future chances of living a normal life in safety. This treatment 
has led me to arguing, in line with Lysaker, that refugees in Sweden suffer 
from temporal misrecognition and that their human dignity is therefore disre-
spected.  

My hope is that this study will inform future discussions among researchers 
and policy makers and encourage all with an interest in immigration to take 
both the sociological implications and the ethical dimensions of refugees’ 
waiting into careful consideration. 
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