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The participation of immigrants and minorities in the labour 
market is one example of the challenges when dealing with 
different aspects of the multicultural society.1 While there are 
studies on cultural pluralism and labour-market policy in Swe-
den and the issue is relatively well presented in the media, the 
topics that concern immigrant and minority culture and litera-
ture do not normally reach media with a nation-wide coverage. 
However, ‘culture’, ‘language’ and ‘ethnicity’ have been more po-
liticised in Sweden during the last decade and the ideas of them 
are rapidly changing. In this article I will focus on the develop-
ment and construction of immigrant and minority literatures in 
Sweden.2 A starting point is to outline what impact the recent 
minority policy and the renewed offi cial concept of ‘minority’ 
has had on identity politics and the politics of representation.3

 
Even though it is widely argued that multiculturalism – and 
even multilingualism – are enriching elements in the coun-
try, the shift from homogeneity to diversity seem to be dif-
fi cult to deal with when creating functioning practices for 
pluralism. As de los Reyes, Molina and Mulinari (2003:23–
25) have emphasised, the power relations are constructed 
in a changeable, multidimensional process where race/eth-
nicity, sex/gender and class are constituting and fundamen-
tal principles. Wielding of power and subordination are al-
ways embedded in a complex network of structural rela-
tions, institutional rooms and human actions as well as the 
intersections between time and space (de los Reyes & Muli-
nari 2005:18). The intersectionalistic approach is, in this 
article, used especially when analysing the description of 
immigrant and minority literatures. As postcolonial stud-
ies are today understood as an epistemological approach 
that refers to power structures and nationalistic practices, 
rather than studies exclusively concerned with ‘colonised’ 
or ‘post-colonised’ literatures, postcolonial studies can also 
offer new conceptualisations of Swedish literature. It has 
been emphasised that even though Sweden was not direct-
ly involved in the colonisation process, the attempts to de-
fi ne and set up borders for ‘Swedishness’ as well as the way 
of perceiving other cultures have to be analysed in rela-
tion to this global process (Eriksson, Eriksson Baaz & Thörn 
1999:17). The policy applied in Nordic countries towards 
the indigenous Sami people has, however, several similari-
ties with general defi nitions of the colonization processes 
(cf. Mudimbe 1999:129–130).

Of interest is also in which way the minority policy 
interacts with immigrants’ and minorities’ attempts to 
preserve and develop their own culture and literature. In 
a wider perspective, one can say that the construction of 
these literatures as well as the construction of ‘immigrant’ 
and ‘minority culture’ is a constituting part of the discourse 
where Sweden, ‘Swedishness’, the national identity and the 
national heritage are negotiated. 

The multicultural Sweden: Some numbers 

A radical change in Swedish demography occurred after 
World War II when an infl ux of refugees and labour im-
migrants took place. Immigration, especially from Finland, 
grew due to the agreement on free Nordic mobility 1954. 
In the 1960s the largest labour force immigrant movement 
ever to Sweden started when many Finns began to look for 
jobs in their neighbouring country, mainly within industry, 
the healthcare sector and service occupations. The infl ux of 
immigrants and asylum seekers has mirrored the world po-
litical situation, for instance during the 1980s, there were 
large groups of Kurds and Iranians who came to Sweden 
due to the Gulf War. 

An overview of Sweden’s multicultural population of 
today can be done in various ways. At the end of 2002, 
11.8 percent of the total population of Sweden were born 
abroad. When using the term ‘foreign background’ when 
describing multiculturalism, the picture is more complex. 
Individuals born abroad as well as those born in Sweden to 
two foreign-born parents will give us the number 15.2 per-
cent of the total population. If using a concept that includes 
foreign-born individuals and those born in Sweden to one 
foreign-born parent, the number is 21.4 percent. (Camauër 
2005:152–153.) One has also to bear in mind that his-
torical minorities (with the exception of Sweden-Finns) 
and third-generation immigrants are not included in any 
of these fi gures. The largest immigrant groups in Sweden 
today are Iranians (70,000), Bosnians (70,000) and Syrians 
(45,000). The estimated number of Kurds varies between 
20,000 and 50,000. Sweden-Finns (who are since 1999 
considered a national minority) form the largest minority 
group in Sweden and the estimated number is 450,000. 
Of the other national minorities, Samis range from about 
15,000 to 20,000 individuals and the estimated number 
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of Tornedalians varies between 50,000 and 80,000. While 
the Romas are about 20,000,4 the number of Jews is about 
20,000. 

Since the Swedish government does not register mother 
tongue it is diffi cult to get exact information about the 
number the speakers of different languages in the coun-
try. This practice of ‘institutional memory loss’ concerning 
immigrant and minority languages says a lot about the ten-
dency to defi ne Sweden as a monolingual country, despite 
the fact that it makes it diffi cult to estimate the target 
groups for home-language instruction, public service in the 
national minorities’ languages in the municipalities where 
these languages have a legal status etc. 

Some Swedish politicians have opposed even voluntary 
registration of mother tongue, as did the Minister for Inte-
gration Jens Orback as late as January 2005 in his state-
ments in the media. Generally speaking, it often seems 
diffi cult both for laymen and for politicians in Sweden to 
tell the difference between language registration and the 
registration of ethnic affi liation. While these are often con-
fused with each other – as was the case in Orback’s initial 
statements – it seems to be human and ‘natural’ to oppose 
even the registration of speakers of minority languages. The 
understanding of ‘language’ and ‘ethnicity’ as equivalent 
categories is based on the intersections between these cate-
gories, but it also says something about the increased politi-
cising of ‘language’ in Sweden and the fact that ‘minority 
language’ often stands for issues connected to discrimina-
tion, otherness and ethnicity. These images constitute a 
part of discourses where minorities, minority politics and 
linguistic rights are treated.

Situating immigrant and minority literatures

Founding an immigrant, exile or minority literature is of-
ten seen as a part of an ideological or ethno-cultural pro-
gramme. Nevertheless, one has to bear in mind that the def-
initions and descriptions are always restricted to a certain 
context. European literary theories emerge from particular 
cultural traditions and the theories of style and genre, epis-
temologies and value systems can be radically questioned 
within cross-cultural studies (Ashcroft, Griffi ths & Tiffi n 
1989:11). While the host society or the majority society 
tends to defi ne immigrant and minority literatures as sepa-
rate literary sub-cultures which, most of all, give expression 
to the group’s identity, the majority society at the same time 
claims that literature written by majority members gives 
expression to universal values and a universal conception 
of the world. As many researchers in the fi eld have pointed 
out, a ‘minor’ literature is always politicised whether the 
authors, audience or publishers want it to be or not. 

In Sweden the development of literature produced by 
historical or national minorities and by new minorities, i.e. 

immigrants, is in a way intertwined. The large amount of 
immigrants and refugees who arrived after World War II 
started defi nitively to question the self-image of Sweden as 
a monolingual and ethnically homogenous country. It has 
often been pointed out that the growth of immigrant com-
munities in fact gave the historical minorities and minority 
languages in Sweden visibility. The rise of the ethnic move-
ments among historical minorities, Sami and Tornedalians, 
during the 1970s and the 1980s overlaps indeed in terms 
of time with the development of newer immigrant cultures 
in Sweden, but it was also infl uenced by the world-wide 
ethnic movements among indigenous people and other 
minorities which started during the 1960s. Even though 
there has been literature in the historical languages Sami, 
Finnish and Tornedalian Finnish (today called Meänkieli) 
since the Reformation in Sweden, the amount of this lit-
erature was quite small before these minorities organised 
themselves and formulated minority political programmes. 
The situation of historical minorities had also improved 
after a comprehensive and pronounced immigrant policy 
was launched during the 1970s. The historical minority lan-
guages were, for instance, included in the home-language 
reform when immigrant children were afforded instruction 
in their mother tongues. 

At the turn of the millennium there are various kinds 
of regional, national or ethnic literatures or literary subcul-
tures in Sweden. While, for instance, Sami literature and 
Tornedalian literature can be characterised by distinctive 
na tional or regional features, Kurdish, Persian and Somali 
literature can be seen as diasporic literatures. Sweden-
Finnish literature has for the most part been analysed and 
clas  sifi ed as an immigrant literature. The classifi cations of 
these varying literatures are nonetheless bound to identity 
politics and politics of representation that primarily locate 
literary  subcultures in the margin. These literary subcultures 
have often their own thematic and stylistic characteristics 
but most of all, they are in various ways signifi ed by their 
‘other’ languages, the presence of a language other than 
the majority language or the use of hybrid varieties of the 
majority language. Thus immigrant or minority literatures 
are seldom understood as monolingual and homogeneous 
literatures, as is the case more often than not for ‘majority’ 
literatures. 

Multiculturalism and multilingualism in focus

Since the 1970s, the Swedish government has given fi nan-
cial support to literature written in immigrant and minority 
languages. The exile writer Jon Milos, who came to Sweden 
in 1964 from what was then Yugoslavia has said the follow-
ing: “There is no land on this earth that does as much for 
its immigrants and immigrant writers as Sweden” (Milos 
1997:62). Compared with many other countries one can 
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indeed say that Sweden has had a generous policy towards 
immigrant writers. For example in Norway, the subsidies 
from the government can be awarded only for publica-
tions in Norwegian or bilingual publications with parallel 
texts (in an immigrant language and in Norwegian). Nev-
ertheless, Swedish cultural politics has gone through major 
changes during the last decade. In the following, I will give 
an overview of the subsidy system within the fi eld of litera-
ture, in order to analyse how the immigrant and minority 
policy affected practices in cultural policy and how it in-
teracts with the construction of ‘immigrant’ and ‘minority’ 
literature. 

When a coherent immigrant and minority policy was 
launched during the 1970s, the Swedish government out-
lined comprehensive goals for equality, freedom of choice 
and co-operation. The immigrant and minority policy was 
based on suggestions from the Swedish Government Offi -
cial Report on immigrant policies (Invandrarutredningen 
1974). The assimilatory policy towards the immigrants dur-
ing the fi rst two decades of the post-war era was replaced 
and it was underlined that the integration should take place 
on immigrant’s own conditions. Nevertheless, many schol-
ars have underlined that up until the mid-1990s, Sweden 
practised assimilation and Swedicization in relation to the 
national minorities (cf. Camauër 2005:155). The goal of 
freedom of choice implied that immigrants should be given 
the opportunity to choose their cultural identity. It was 
stressed that immigrants could with advantage keep their 
cultures and languages and they should be fi nancially sup-
ported for developing their cultural activities. The goal of 
co-operation implied that immigrants should be given the 
possibility to participate when decisions about their own 
situations were made.

When The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs 
launched a subsidy system for literature written in immi-
grant languages 1978, the regional and historical minority 
languages were included in this subsidy system. There has 
been a tendency in Swedish immigrant policy to adopt uni-
versal and uniform solutions, i.e. the same measures were 
applied to all ‘minority’ groups. On the one hand, Swedish 
welfare policy has had as its intention to benefi t all Swedish 
citizens and afford the same rights and obligations to every-
one. On the other hand, equality has also been understood 
as similarity in terms of ethnical and linguistic homogene-
ity. This has meant that different immigrant and minority 
groups and cultures have been placed at the same starting 
point and they have been assumed to have relatively similar 
cultural needs. 

However, there are some examples of differentiated 
practice when dealing with linguistic and cultural diver-
sity as early as the 1950s. The Jewish and Estonian refu-
gees who arrived in Sweden after the war managed to gain 
permission to start their own schools with fi nancial sup-

port from the Swedish government. During this time, no 
other immigrants were allowed to run schools of their own. 
One reason for this discrepancy could be the sympathy the 
Swedes felt for these two groups due to their experiences 
in the war (cf. Roth 2004:219). The number of intellectu-
als was also higher in the Estonian group than in immigrant 
groups in general and it is likely that the Estonians had bet-
ter opportunities to negotiate with the authorities about 
founding a school of their own. The tendency to treat some 
minorities in a multicultural society as a “potential elite” 
which is given rights that are not assigned to other eth-
nic groups is universal (Hylland Eriksen 1993:176). The 
Estonian exile literature published in Sweden starting dur-
ing the 1940s, was also of a high quality that could easily 
be placed within the Western or European literary canon. 
The intersections between ‘ethnicity’, ‘class’ and ‘culture’ 
can in a certain context and particular historical situation, 
be understood as a position that emanates advantages for 
the group concerned, in the form of ‘positive discrimina-
tion’ with rights normally allocated to the majority society 
only. The Swedish-Estonian exile literature is considered 
an important part of modern Estonian literature including 
such authors as Marie Under, Gustav Suits, August Gailit, 
Karl Ristikivi and Bernard Kangro (Warfwinge 2004:258–
259). As late as the late 1970s, Swedish-Estonian literature 
was one of those immigrant literatures that received most 
support from the Swedish government.5

The various forms of fi nancial support for literature 
written in immigrant or minority languages were during 
the 1970s and 1980s intended either for the publication 
of specifi c titles or as a general subsidy. Publishing houses 
were regarded as being themselves able to determine which 
titles were of value for their specifi c immigrant commu-
nity. In those days, several members of the working group 
of The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs had 
competence in immigrant literature and immigrant lan-
guages, such as Arabic, Farsi, Turkish and different varieties 
of Kurdish. The gist for this form of subsidy can still be 
seen in policy documents from 1988 in which it is stated 
that all groups in society shall have equal opportunities to 
maintain and develop their mother tongues and conduct 
cultural activities (SIF 1988). 

During the 1980s, Kurdish literature was the most 
expansive literature written in any immigrant language 
 in  Sweden. Taking a world perspective, one can say that 
Sweden – during the 1980s and 1990s – was something 
of a literary centre for the Kurdish diaspora. The publica-
tion activities have been especially important for literature 
written in Kurmânji (North Kurdish) as it has been diffi -
cult to publish literature in this variety in Turkey (where 
it is mostly spoken), and due to the fact that Kurmânji is 
not a standardised language. During the 1980s and 1990s 
Kurdish literature was awarded more subsidies than any 



24  multiethnica

nr 30 (2007)

other immigrant or minority literature in Sweden. Kurdish 
authors seem also to have been very successful when apply-
ing for grants from the Swedish Authors’ Fund (Sveriges För-
fattarfond). During 1970–2000, they got more grants than 
any other ‘ethnic’ group of authors in Sweden (Wendelius 
2002:61–64).  There seems to be a clear intention to cre-
ate a genuinely Kurdish children’s literature in Sweden and 
Kurdish cultural workers have stressed that it is particularly 
important to support this genre. In a similar way as the 
Tornedalian minority, the Kurds use literature – especially 
children’s literature – to revitalise their mother tongue and 
develop ways to mediate the language to the young genera-
tion (Gröndahl & Kadir 2003:139). A considerable number 
of Kurdish magazines received subsidies from The Swedish 
National Council for Cultural Affairs and at the turn of the 
millennium, there were about twenty such publications. 
Some researchers have suggested that (Northern) Kurdish 
literature was a privileged target group within the state-
subsidised immigrant literatures during this period (Tayfun 
1998). Nevertheless, one could also claim that the Kurdish 
‘ethnicity’ and the various Kurdish ‘languages’ were at this 
time perceived as more unproblematic and neutral catego-
ries as is the case during the following decade. 

Multilingualism as a problem

In the 1990s when the constant infl ux of immigrants be-
gan more openly to be regarded as a problem, the debates 
about segregation within the Swedish society increased. 
The Committee for Immigrant Policy (Invandrarpolitiska 
kommittén) summed up, in its 1996 report, that there was 
a wish to strengthen the scope of the Swedish language to 
act as a glue to hold society together “for the benefi t of all 
citizens in the country” (SOU 1996:55:375). Swedish cultu-
ral policy was not slow in following the guidelines set by the 
Committee for Immigrant Policy. In the government bill of 
1997, where new forms of subsidy for immigrant literature 
were proposed, it was emphasised that the various ways of 
subsiding immigrant and minority literature were not “easy” 
to deal with, “because the literature involved includes vari-
ous languages” (LL 1997/98:17). This 1997 bill exhibits a 
tendency to defi ne the existence of multicultural ism, espe-
cially the different languages in Sweden as a prob lem, some-
thing which is “not easy” for society. However, cultural plu-
ralism still was offi cially considered as constituting a source 
of wealth. What becomes obvious during the 1990s is that 
‘multiculturalism’ did not any longer include the idea of the 
enriching infl uence of different languages in society. 

In 1999, publishing subsidies were revised. From 1999 
onwards, fi nancial support for immigrant literature was 
granted in the form of support for test translations into 
Swedish, instead of as before, primarily supporting litera-
ture in immigrant and minority languages. At this point, 

The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs also 
gave up the idea of cooperating with experts well-versed 
in immigrant languages and literatures, those who had up 
to then been part of the working group working with and 
deciding about the subsidies. The state report found that 
moving in the direction of translating immigrant literature 
into Swedish would be the right emancipatory measure 
and help immigrant literature to become equal to that 
written in Swedish, since many immigrant writers had 
“expressed the desire” to be published in Swedish (SOU 
1997:141:285). Even though the state literature subsidy 
was intended for publishing literature written in immigrant 
and minority languages as well as literature translated into 
Swedish, in practice, the majority language and the major-
ity literature became the norm. The earlier cultural relativ-
ist viewpoint was replaced by a more homogeneous way 
of defi ning ‘immigrant’ and ‘minority’ literature in Sweden. 
This tendency has been observed also within sociolinguis-
tics with focus on issues in multilingualism. According to 
Huss and Lindgren (1999:312) the latter part of the 1990s 
in Sweden gave expression to a polarization of the minority 
language debate and to the spreading of a kind of unof-
fi cial ‘Swedish-only’ ideology. When comparing this with 
other immigrant literatures, the Kurdish literary institution 
appeared to adjust to the new support framework least 
well. Generally speaking one can say that Kurdish litera-
ture gives less expression to acculturation than is the case 
with the other major immigrant literatures today as there 
are very few works or manuscripts which address a literary 
audience broader than the ethnic group. (Gröndahl 2002.) 
After the turn of the millennium, also subsidies for Kurdish 
magazines lessened and the number of them diminished 
to ten. 

At the end of the 1990s the subsidy situation was 
changed also for the historical minority languages. There 
was a tendency in cultural policy to diminish the subsi-
dies for these languages. Even though there were no formal 
changes, practices were introduced that made it diffi cult 
to get support for publications in Sami, Tornedalian Finn-
ish (Meänkieli) and Finnish. During the late 1990s it was 
emphasised in a government bill that immigrant literature 
was the primarily target group: “The Swedish National 
Council for Cultural Affairs ought, in future, to consider 
those groups of the population in the country which lack a 
literature in their own language on account of war, a weak 
infrastructure or similar reasons.” (LL 1997/98:86:17) The 
indigenous or autochthonous minorities, Sami and Tornedal-
ians, could hardly be included in any group which is defi ned 
as consisting of refugees or immigrants. Even though the 
historical minority languages had achieved subsidies within 
the subsidy category before, it seems that they were to be 
excluded by defi nition at the end of the 1990s. 
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Towards a differentiated policy

All the Nordic countries with minority populations have – 
during the last decade – made attempts to renew or create 
a minority policy in harmony with the European conven-
tions concerning minorities. From 1992 to 2001 Norway, 
Finland, Sweden and Denmark have taken a position on, 
and ratifi ed, the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages and the Council of Europe Framework Conven-
tion for the Protection of National Minorities. In Sweden, 
since 1999 the following are considered as national minori-
ties and minority languages: Jews / Yiddish, Romas / Rom-
ani (with all varieties), Samis / Sami (with all varieties), 
Sweden-Finns / Finnish and Tornedalians / Meänkieli (un-
til the ratifi cation called Tornedalian Finnish). For the fi rst 
time in Swedish history, the national minorities were given 
special protection and their languages and cultures were of-
fi cially defi ned as a part of the national heritage. 

The situation of immigrant languages or cultures has 
not changed offi cially but, unlike minority languages, they 
form since 2000 a category without any statutory rights 
when it comes to preserving, handing down and devel-
oping them. Sweden begun to prepare the new minority 
policy in the mid-1990s in connection to the new Euro-
pean conventions. Even though the immigrant policy has 
been developed in Sweden since the late 1970s, one can 
say that the ratifi cation of the European conventions of 
national minorities 1999 was the fi rst time in Swedish his-
tory when an explicit language policy was introduced. The 
following year, the Swedish government commissioned a 
parliamentary committee to investigate the current status 
of the Swedish language in Sweden and to give suggestions 
to strengthen its position. The Swedish language has not 
had an offi cial status in the country, nor has legislation been 
seen as necessary to guarantee its status. The report was 
submitted in 2002 and it proposes that Swedish will be the 
primary language (huvudspråk) in Sweden. Nevertheless, 
the report also stipulates that everyone should have the 
right to language, Swedish, the mother tongue and foreign 
languages (SOU 2002:27). 

Sweden’s policy on minorities also underwent some 
other changes at the turn of the millennium. In 1999 the 
anti-discrimination laws were tightened, as a result of the 
discrimination in the labour market. The new law against 
ethnic discrimination is mainly focused on immigrant 
groups. On a general level, the cultural aspects of multi-
cultural policy had now become linked more closely to 
the national minorities, while integration issues became 
more concentrated on immigrant groups that arrived more 
recently. As Roth (2004:214) has pointed out, the differ-
entiation in the multicultural policy and minority policy, 
was in “stark contrast to the homogenising character of the 
policies of the 1970s and 1980s, when very little distinction 

was drawn between the various immigrant and minority 
groups”. While the national minorities were now offi cially 
understood and described as groups with their own, recog-
nised and accepted, cultural characteristics, the immigrant 
groups and ‘immigrant culture’ came to be defi ned from an 
angle that focused on these groups’ societal position, ‘class’ 
and ‘ethnicity’. 

Since 1999 when Sweden ratifi ed the European Con-
ventions on national minorities, the situation changed radi-
cally even within cultural politics. From now on, the posi-
tions of immigrant and (national) minority languages were 
overthrown. A special form of support was established for 
national minorities’ cultural needs and, from 2001, the gov-
ernment allocated SEK 7 million annually for this subsidy 
form. The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs 
published the report De nationella minoriteterna och kul-
turlivet (‘The national minorities and cultural life’), where 
measures to be taken to give national minorities suffi cient 
place in the culture of Sweden are set out. The basis of this 
report is large-scale networking with the national minori-
ties discussed in the report. During this time the possibili-
ties for experts in immigrant languages and literatures to 
participate in the working process concerning subsidies, 
weakened. After an evaluation of the text-translation sup-
port was made in 2001, the Council re-established the 
contacts with experts in immigrant languages and cultures. 
Nevertheless, there are no obligations for the Swedish gov-
ernment or The Swedish National Council for Cultural 
Affairs to maintain the dialogue with these experts or rep-
resentatives for the immigrant groups. 

The differentiation in management of immigrant and 
minority groups can be seen even in media policy. The 
Swedish government has written in the broadcasting 
licences for the Swedish Broadcasting Corporation and the 
Swedish Television Company that public service compa-
nies shall take into consideration linguistic and other ethnic 
minorities’ interests during the licensing period 2002–2005. 
While it is indicated that the efforts concerning linguistic 
pluralism should increase in general, it is underlined in 
both licences that the national minority languages Sami, 
Finnish, Meänkieli and Romani shall hold a unique posi-
tion. (Camauër 2005:157–158.)

Interaction between government policy 
and the minorities

The activities of the national minorities within the cultural 
fi eld increased after the new minority policy was launched. 
One can say that all central minority organisations with na-
tion-wide coverage have begun to create strategies that would 
fi t the new cultural political situation. As a matter of fact one 
cultural association was founded in 2002 to watch over the 
changed culture political situation, namely The Finnish Cul-
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ture Association in Sweden (Finska kulturföreningen i Sve-
rige). Both the Sweden-Finnish and Tornedalian groups con-
centrated their largest cultural efforts on theatre activities 
and they also achieved results with the help of governmental 
subsidies. The Sweden-Finnish New Theatre (Uusi Teatteri) 
was founded in 2002 and the already existing Tornedalian 
Theatre (ToTe) expanded its activities signifi cantly.-

The publishing of literature increased, especially in 
Romani, Meänkieli, Yiddish and (South) Sami, and sev-
eral writers’ circles were founded. Literature written by 
Roma people has been negligible and after Katarina Taikon 
(1932–1995), a pioneer in writing about Romani life in 
Sweden, there has in fact been no author of Roma origin. 
Today, it seems that the Roma and Travellers are seriously 
beginning to claim a place in the literary fi eld even in Swe-
den. In addition to the ongoing translation project run by 
cultural workers of Roma origin and the publishing house 
Podium, some high-quality autobiographies have recently 
been published (cf. Gröndahl 2005). 

While the Romas founded, with subsidies from the 
government, new cultural institutions in Stockholm and 
Malmö, an important reinforcement for the Sweden-Finns 
was the founding of a new college/university-level unit, the 
Centre for Finnish Studies (Finskt språk- och kulturcentrum) 
at Mälardalen University in 2003. For Meänkieli-speakers, a 
crucial support in the language-standardization process was 
without doubt the establishing of studies in the language 
at university level. The Swedish universities seem more 
open for activities and studies concerning national minori-
ties than before and, due to the changed political situation, 
there are also more inquiries on this issue. The list of the 
expanding activities could be made long but, in summary, 
one can say that since the ratifi cation of European minority 
conventions in 1999, the cultural life of the national minor-
ities as well as attempts made to improve their languages 
and literatures have been developed in a crucial way. 

Even though literature in immigrant languages is still 
subsidised by the government and there are special sub-
sidies for the immigrant organisations, it seems that the 
cultural activities do not increase among the immigrant 
communities in a similar way as the case is for national 
minorities. Among the most noticeable projects concerning 
immigrant cultures was the founding of the Kurdish Library 
in Stockholm in 1999. The library was founded by Kurd-
ish cultural workers, with economic support from, among 
others, The Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs, 
the Municipality of Stockholm and the County Council 
of Stockholm. Nevertheless, it seems that the attitudes 
towards the immigrants and minorities as well as immi-
grant and minority languages, have in general undergone 
changes. Also the immigrant and minority authors seem to 
consider their possibilities to maintain and develop their 
cultures and languages in different ways. 

Among many authors with a non-Nordic or non-Euro-
pean background, the use of the Swedish language is often 
regarded as a way of attaining full citizenship in Swedish 
society. The use of the Swedish language is given instrumen-
tal value, but it is also seen as intimately connected with 
the system of values of the majority. The emblematic focus-
ing on the Swedish language as a tool for literary creation 
undoubtedly says something about the strong wish to gain 
access to the literary fi eld and be included in ‘Swedishness’. 
Theodor Kallifatides writes for example that without obtain-
ing a command of the Swedish language, without using it as 
a mode of literary expression, he would be doomed to a 
life as a “half-mute, half-stupid person with a deformed sys-
tem of moral judgement” (Kallifatides 1995:47). Mehmed 
Uzun (1998) wrote in the evening tabloid Expressen about 
his authorship and according to him, the Swedish language 
is “the road to all knowledge, all science, all wisdom”. Uzun 
himself writes in Swedish, Kurdish and Turkish but his arti-
cle illustrates very well the attitudes among many immi-
grant writers during the last ten years. 

However, the use of their own language as a medium 
for literary endeavour is discussed by authors with affi lia-
tion to the national minorities, often in terms of collective 
and human rights. It is also usual that these authors con-
demn the Swedish government for the assimilatory policy 
that did not allow them to learn their mother tongue as a 
valid literary medium. As the Sweden-Finnish writer Antti 
Jalava (1980:4) has claimed, the inability to write in his 
mother tongue is like having “a piece of your life” amputat-
ed, something which gives rise to “inexplicable sorrow, and 
later to a deep sense of alienation”. It seems to be obvious 
that ‘culture’, ‘language’ and ‘ethnicity’ are being reclaimed 
today by the national minorities as a source of power and a 
medium when negotiating identities. 

The attitudes among the Estonian authors when choos-
ing the language of literary medium show nevertheless 
some differences when compared to both other immigrant 
groups and national minorities. While many non-European 
immigrant authors claim that the majority language is the 
only alternative for literary creation, for the Swedish-Esto-
nian authors, Estonian as a means of literary expression 
has been an obvious choice. As the Swedish government 
implied as early as the 1950s that the Estonian language 
was a more legitimate category in Sweden than the other 
‘minority languages’, there appeared to have been no rea-
sons for the Swedish-Estonian authors to choose any other 
languages either. Nevertheless, one has to bear in mind that 
when negotiating ‘language’, the intersections between oth-
er categories such as class and race/ethnicity, are constantly 
present. The fact that Estonians as a group are considered 
to be culturally closer to ‘Swedishness’ than non-European 
immigrants, has also been of signifi cance when situating 
their ‘language’ in their new home country. 
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‘Multilingual’ literature within the framework 
of ‘Swedishness’

While the concept of contemporary Swedish literature 
does not include the idea of linguistic pluralism, it is at the 
same time indicated that this literature is produced in, and 
also gives voice to a ‘multicultural’ society. As ‘language’ is 
mostly not used as a category when describing multicul-
turalism in society, identifying immigrants and minorities 
is done with categories that emphasise ethnic/racial char-
acteristics and ‘class’. The literary subcultures as immigrant 
and minority literature are identifi ed as “isolated national 
off-shoots”, for the most part relegated to marginal and sub-
ordinate positions (cf. Ashcroft, Griffi th & Tiffi ns 1989:7). 
Most of the contemporary standard literary works mention 
literature written in Swedish by immigrant and minority 
authors. The most extensive description is to be found in 
Den svenska litteraturen (1999, ‘Swedish literature’), edited 
by Lars Lönnroth and Sven Delblanc. Also Bernt Olsson’s 
and Ingemar Algulin’s work from the 1980s mentions im-
migrant literature. The Greek-born author Theodor Kalli-
fatides is often profi led as a kind of prototype of an im-
migrant author as his production is described as having its 
focus on cultural meetings and immigrants’ experiences in 
their new home country. Literature written by the national 
minorities Tornedalians and Sami is usually characterised 
as regional literature with connection to Northern Sweden. 
To sum up, the literature written by immigrant and minor-
ity authors is presented through characteristics that under-
line the connections to an ethnic community (or ‘ethnicity’ 
in general), the (lower) social position of the community 
concerned, or the marginalised position in terms of geo-
graphical belonging. Even though regional minorities and 
minority authors often accept the categorising that empha-
sises the geographical and historical determinants, it seems 
that most of the recent immigrant authors prefer not to be 
categorised on the basis of their origin. 

That many critics and cultural workers have, during 
recent years, looked for works that would give voice to 
immigrants of the second generation is more than likely a 
sign of the increasing awareness of the need to give repre-
sentation to ethnic and diasporic cultures and literatures. 
At the same time, literature written by second-generation 
immigrants can be easily considered in relation to the social 
and political history of the nation and therefore also seen as 
a source when creating a modern national identity. When 
Jonas Hassen Khemiri’s novel Ett öga rött (2003, ‘One eye 
red’) appeared it was received enthusiastically by the crit-
ics. Especially his language, the socially-defi ned variety of 
Swedish, ‘Rinkeby-svenska’, spoken in the suburb of Stock-
holm, attracted a lot of attention. Interestingly, while the 
broad audience seem to defi ne Rinkeby-Swedish as a devi-
ating and impure variety, the literary critics – whom can be 

seen the fi rst step within the canonisation process – were 
overwhelmed. As Jonas Hassen Khemiri has mentioned, the 
hybridised variety of Swedish is connected to the ongoing 
negotiating process of ‘Swedishness’ and Swedish identity: 
“I could not have written the story about Halim without 
using Halim’s language. But many have been provoked and 
that is interesting. The Swedish identity is changing, and it 
makes some people indignant.” (Svensson 2004.)

Another example of the positive reception of a hybrid 
linguistic variety was the critical reception of the Tornedal-
ian author Mikael Niemi’s novel Popular Music from Vittula 
(Populärmusik från Vittula, 2000). Niemi’s work reached a 
wide audience and it was rewarded with the prestigious 
Swedish national book award, the August prize, in 2000. 
While cultural hegemony often situates the minority lit-
eratures in the margin, it is usual that one minority writer 
is ‘tokenised’, i.e. given publicity, praised and also made to 
represent a whole ethnic group (cf. Rantonen & Savolainen 
2002:79). The fact that Niemi was awarded the prize the 
very same year when the European conventions on nation-
al minorities came into force can – without detracting from 
the literary qualities in his work – be seen as an example 
of tokenism but also as an expression of a changed political 
situation when a previously heavily stigmatised minority 
group is given recognition. 

Niemi’s and Khemiri’s writing could be placed on a 
Swedish or Nordic ‘Creole continuum’ while both of them 
use code-switching and vernacular transcription as stylistic 
features, succeeding to create culturally signifi cant works 
within the framework of majority language (Ashcroft, Grif-
fi ths & Tiffi n 1989:45–47). In their works, the language of 
periphery is shaped by and within an oppressive discourse 
of power, at the same time that it has the possibilities to 
become a source of energy for the metropolitan centra. 
Nevertheless, the construction of, respectively, an ‘immi-
grant’ and a ‘minority’ authorship show differences. While 
the authors’ background within an ethnic community is 
often mentioned by the critics and the authenticity of the 
work is commented on, i.e. if the work can be seen as a 
‘true’ description of the life of second-generation immi-
grants or Tornedalians, respectively, it is obvious that the 
Tornedalian community is seen as culturally more close 
to ‘Swedishness’ than are the immigrant communities. It 
is also signifi cant that while Niemi in his public role has 
often pointed out that he is a representative of the Tornedal 
region, Khemiri and other second-generation immigrant 
authors distinctly repudiate the role of being representa-
tives for ‘immigrants’. The phenomenon is even more strik-
ing when considering the fact that many of the authors 
with their roots in national minority groups, during the 
1980s and even 1990s have also distanced themselves from 
the role of an ‘ethnic author’, or simply denied their affi lia-
tion to a minority group. In other words, the authors’ acting 
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in the public sphere indicates that the ‘ethnicity’ and ‘cul-
ture’ of the immigrants versus national minorities is han-
dled in a differentiated way. Paradoxically, as the Swedish 
literature is considered to be ‘multicultural’, it constructs 
(certain) subordinated ‘ethnicities’ and, at the same time, 
reconstructs the discriminating power structures. 

Immigrants versus minorities?

National cultural politics has an important role to play when 
defi ning the citizenship landscape, conditions of equality 
and possibilities for cultural participation. The most crucial 
changes during the last decade in Sweden within cultural 
politics were mainly made due to ratifi cation of The Coun-
cil of Europe’s conventions concerning national minorities. 

While Sweden was for a long time seen as a European 
model in gender equality, equality and integration poli-
cies, during the last few years researchers have underlined 
that in an EU context Sweden increasingly “stands out as a 
country in which clear ethnic dividing lines have rendered 
‘immigrants’ second-class citizens” (Camauër 2005:154). 
Many recent studies and reports pinpoint that the situa-
tion of immigrants has worsened in the labour market, in 
the area of political participation, education and housing 
(ibid.). The development towards an increasing segregation 
and structural discrimination seems to have run parallel 
with the renewed immigrant and minority policy since the 
middle of the 1990s in the country. The 1990s was also a 
period of weakening economic situation, often referred as 
an ‘economical crisis’, for Swedish society.

The construction of ‘immigrant’ and ‘minority’ litera-
ture has been redefi ned during the last decade and the fi rst 
years of the new millennium. While the national minori-
ties have today an offi cially administered negotiation posi-
tion regarding their cultural needs and the defi nition of 
their culture, the possibilities for immigrant communities 
to have an impact on things concerning them have, dur-
ing the same period, diminished. While the defi nition of 
‘Swedishness’ has changed and it offi cially includes the cul-
tures and languages of the national minorities, the cultures 
and languages of immigrants have been distanced from the 
concept of national culture. The situation of immigrants of 
non-European descent in Swedish cultural policies shows, 
however, similarities with the development in other coun-
tries. When summing up overviews on diversity and recent 
cultural policies in Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Luxembourg, 
Switzerland, United Kingdom and Canada, Tony Bennett 
notes that the situation of immigrants, especially non-Euro-
pean Union immigrants in Europe, is the most precarious 
(Bennett 2001:64). It has also been noted that European 
Union documents describe Europe’s cultural heritage mak-
ing virtually no mention of the contribution of “writers, 

artists, scholars and cultural practitioners of non-European 
descent” (Shore 2001:116). 

Today, there seems to be an interesting connection 
between the growing acceptance of the concept of ‘mul-
ticultural Sweden’, institutional forgetting and neglect 
concerning ‘immigrant and minority languages’ and stig-
matising (certain) ‘ethnicity’. The concept of multicultural 
Sweden refers for the most part to pluralism in terms of 
such cultural expressions as clothing, music, food and other 
artefacts. ‘Multiculturalism’ does not include the linguis-
tic diversity that often gives expression to deeper cultural 
structures (and more coherent communities) than different 
kind of artefacts. Multiculturalism also refers to externally 
constructed ‘ethnicity’, more often than not rejected by the 
cultural workers or authors concerned, with affi liation to an 
immigrant community. The externally constructed ‘ethnic-
ity’ that refers to the national minorities, seems however to 
overlap far more often with the internally constructed ‘eth-
nicity’ of national minorities. In other words, the intersec-
tions between race/ethnicity, language and class construct 
different positions for different groups while the power 
structure has, due to the renewed immigrant and minority 
politics, changed. While the concept ‘multicultural society’ 
has lost much of its acuity and explanative value, the dis-
cussion about ‘multilingual society’ has hardly started in 
Sweden. Werner Sollors (1998:4–5) has emphasised that 
the absence of ‘language’ as a variable in the debate of the 
multicultural USA, “may have contributed to the domi-
nance of racially based identifi cations and the pervasiveness 
of identity politics”. 

The situation might be, nevertheless, somewhat differ-
ent in Sweden. It is likely that the ‘language’ of national 
minorities will attain a better position within identity poli-
tics as well as cultural politics in the future. As ‘ethnicity’ 
as a category when identifying national minorities has been 
somewhat neutralised and drawn closer to ‘Swedishness’, 
the possibilities to negotiate the positioning of the other 
categories such as ‘class’ might be easier. One has also to 
bear in mind that the economic and social gaps are not as 
wide in Sweden as is the case in USA either. On the other 
hand, the emphasising of ‘race/ethnicity’ and ‘class’ when 
constructing the ‘immigrant culture’ is a more problematic 
issue. While the immigrant communities do not have as 
good negotiation position in identity politics as have the 
national minorities, it seems that the construction of ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ will focus especially on what is considered as 
‘immigrant cultures’. It is likely that the immigrant lan-
guages and literature written in these languages will, in 
the future, have less possibility to maintain themselves and 
develop in Sweden than is the case for national minorities’ 
languages and literatures. 
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Notes

 1. According to the offi cial terminology since 2000, the term 
immigrants is used about recently arrived immigrant groups 
and minorities about national minorities in Sweden. 

 2. The terms ‘immigrant literature’ and ‘minority literature’ are 
understood as cultural political defi nitions that mirror differ-
ent groups’ relations and interests in a certain historical and 
sociological situation, rather than literatures that should con-
sist of a certain, defi nable bulk of works and authors.  

 3. The article has been written with fi nancial support from The 
Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation. 

 4. The offi cial number of the Roma does not include the Trav-
ellers who, together with the Roma, also are recognised as a 
national minority. The number of Travellers is estimated at 
about 20,000 individuals.

 5. The Estonian publishing activities diminished subsequently in 
Sweden at the time when independence was restored in Esto-
nia in 1991.
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