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A Life Trajectory of a Swedish Sociologist  

To contribute to our knowledge of the social production of sociology, this paper builds 

on one interview. The interviewee is a Swedish sociologist, a man born outside Sweden. 

He is born in 1954 and represents the second generation of professional sociologists in 

Sweden, still being active.  

The first Swedish chair in sociology in 1903 (shared with economics) did not get any 

successor. Therefore the starting year of the next chair in sociology more often counts 

as the start of the discipline in Sweden, namely 1947. The discipline was built up during 

the first three decades and is now represented at 21 universities and colleges in Sweden.  

The chosen personality is not “ordinary”, but he fits in on the criterion ‘median 

academic rank’. He is associate professor and he is a political refugee from Latin 

America who has overcome many obstacles in his way to get to the university position 

he upholds today.  

The sociologist is interviewed as a historical witness under his real name. As good 

sociological knowledge can be assumed, the interview itself is based on an interactive 

sociological analysis initiated by the interviewee, the expert on his own life, and 

supported by the interviewer. The interviewer is a Swedish, female sociologist born in 

1948 who started to study sociology in 1968 and who has devoted her working life to 

this discipline.  
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Introduction 

 

There is rather often in PC games a labyrinth where the player is running forward, 

chased by someone, shooting against monsters and jumping over gorges. Every now and 

then the player finds himself in a blind alley. The wall in front of him cannot be moved 

away so he has to turn around and start anew by taking another way through the 

labyrinth.  

The labyrinth image may illustrate any human life. Our way from cradle to grave can be 

more or less straightforward and therefore more or less dissimilar to the PC games. This 

paper builds on an interview with associate professor Jorge Calbucura, Mid Sweden 

University. His life has taken heavily new directions several times. Despite this 

enforcement upon him of new life projects, Calbucura has succeeded to stay true to his 

own ideals and his own way of being. There is a magic of remaking the blind alley 

experiences into a coherent life experience where each lost life project still influences 

his present way of living.  

The session invitation for this paper from session organizer Jennifer Platt calls for 

analyses that could contribute to answering the question of how ordinary sociologists or 

“the rank and file” produce sociology. It is motivated by the fact that “most biographical 

work in the history of sociology is on exceptional sociologists”. We do not understand 

their way to exceptional positions within our field without knowing more about the 

sociologists surrounding them. Jennifer Platt calls less for theory and more for 

“descriptive issues” such as these: 

- What were their /the ordinary sociologists/ opportunities (class background, 

historical period, educational institutions, sponsorship, region, voluntary or forced 

movement between countries)? 

- What were their family circumstances? 

- What was the academic hierarchy, and what ranks did they rise to at what career 

stages? 

- What social status did academic sociologists have at the time? 

- What, if anything, have they published? 

- What associations did they belong to? 

- Did they participate in local politics or charitable activity? 

- Was their intellectual energy mainly directed to teaching?  

By presenting an analysis based on my interview with Jorge Calbucura I hope to give at 

least partial answers to these questions. But what is an ordinary sociologist and does 
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Calbucura fulfill criteria on being an ordinary sociologist? Going back to Jennifer 

Platt’s session call, she defines “ordinariness” on the basis of “preliminary data” (rising 

only as far as the median academic rank? publishing a number of books or articles 

around the average, and receiving an average number of citations to them? holding a 

post at a typical institution?)” or it could also, as she writes, “be attributed more 

impressionistically”. Senior Lecturer Calbucura, a PhD from Hungary, became lecturer 

at Mid Sweden University in 2004. He was accepted Associate Professor at the 

Sociological Department of Uppsala University in 2012 while continuing his 

employment in Östersund at Mid Sweden University. His research is now primarily on 

urbanized indigenous and tribal people. Outside his work he has initiated and is taking 

care of a Mapuche Documentation Center with the website www.mapuche.info
1
. 

Considering that Calbucura is sixty years old this year 2014, that he became associate 

professor quite recently (2012), that he has not published extensively in scientific 

journals and that he has his Senior Lecturer position in Mid Sweden University, not in 

one of the five old and more prestigious universities of Sweden (Göteborg, Linköping, 

Lund, Umeå and Uppsala) and that the number of quotes on google scholar 

(http://scholar.google.se) are not exceptional but rather normal in size, I regard him to 

fulfill the criteria of having reached “median academic rank”.   

The aim of this paper on an ordinary sociologist is to show a meandering career in 

detail, to stress the importance of belonging to a group for making career and to 

exemplify that being someone that does not reach academic top positions can be fully 

compatible with possessing a rare talent. I also want to stress that a study of this 

interview can facilitate a turn from an individual making a career on the basis of his or 

her talent to a discipline being more or less open to other groups than those traditionally 

dominating the discipline.   

The life in short 

Senior Lecturer Jorge Calbucura was born in 1954 in Argentine. His illiterate mother 

grew up in a Catholic orphanage in Chile, his father came from a Native American 

reservation for Mapuche, also in Chile. The Mapuche land of the Mapuche nation 

overlaps central parts of Chile, generally called “southern Chile”, and Midwestern parts 

of Argentine. The father died from being an alcoholic when Jorge was two years old. 

The lonely mother brought up Jorge until he was eight years old and then he was left 

during three or four years with his paternal grandparents in the Native American 

reservation for Mapuche of his paternal family in Chile. I give Jorge Calbucura´ s 

biography phase by phase where each phase is characterized by the idea that Jorge had 

of what that life would lead to.  

                                                           
11

 Jorge Calbucura was the Coordinator of the Development Sociology Seminar at Uppsala University 

1994-2001, Coordinator of the Ñuke Mapu; Web Documentation Center on Mapuche nation, also at 

Department of Sociology, Uppsala University, from 1997 and Coordinator of the Forum on Indigenous 

Peoples´ Rights at the Department of Social Work, Mid Sweden University from 2010. 
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Life project: To be a teacher and live an ordinary family life. After the years in the 

reservation, being back with his mother, a maid, they moved from family to family and 

they always stayed in a room in the house of the family where she worked. They had no 

home of their own. At one moment he got a scholarship for going to a Jesuit school, the 

best school in the city. In that school he discovered what it was to be the son of a 

servant. He met attitudes which he did not like and he changed school back to a state 

school when he started secondary school. In that state school he became a political 

activist, and he was elected to the board of the student union.   

Life project: To free Chile from the Pinochet regime. Then the US-supported military 

coup of General Augusto Pinochet against the elected president Salvador Allende 

occurred. It was on September 11, 1973. Jorge had to go underground, working as he 

was for MIR, Movimiento Izquierda Revolucionaria, that is Revolutionary Left 

Movement, founded in 1965. MIR is a complicated movement to comprehend from a 

Swedish point of view. According to Wikipedia (2014-06-18) MIR included 

revolutionary socialists, former communists, Trotskyists, left-libertarians/social 

anarchists and anarcho-syndicalists. During the Pinochet dictatorship many of MIR:s 

leaders and famous members were executed, assassinated or made by the state to 

disappear. Did they take up an armed struggle against the Pinochet regime? Even before 

the coup in 1973 MIR worked for overthrowing the government and Mir was banned by 

the government under Christian Democrat president Eduardo Frei Montalva after a non-

fatal attack on a right-wing tabloid, Noticias de la Tarde in 1969. I did not ask more on 

the topic of MIR during the interview. 

Jorge lived under ground for two years. In 1975 the repression from the government had 

stepped up and Jorge’s girlfriend and mother had both been jailed. All leaders of MIR 

had disappeared and the young man of Jorge, not yet twenty, had to be the leader for 

MIR in the whole of south Chile. He understood he had to leave the country and he 

went to the capital Santiago and asked the secret ecumenical church network to help 

him get asylum abroad. He was helped to flee to Hungary. During that process he 

understood that there were both class and ethnic differences among the MIR 

revolutionaries. The embassies gave asylum visa as repatriation, Chileans with 

European ancestors would be given such repatriation visa but not Native Americans.  

Jorge became conscious of the differences between those with contacts abroad and with 

passports and those lacking such resources as Jorge did: “You start to be conscious that 

even within the left you can be poor” (p.21
2
).  In 1976 Jorge arrives in Budapest 

together with other opponents to the Pinochet regime.  

Life project: To become a university lecturer in Hungary. In Hungary Jorge worked at a 

factory and learnt Hungarian. He then got the choice to go back to Latin America to 

struggle with the opposition against the Pinochet regime or stay and study in Hungary. 

He chose the educational route and stayed in the country, married a Hungarian woman 

and got a daughter. His studies went well and he wrote his dissertation on housing 

                                                           
2 Page references refer to my interview with Jorge Calbucura on 2014-03-04. The transcript encompasses 45 pages. 
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politics based on dependency theory. It was written within the new subject of sociology 

and this subject attracted regime critical people who later took power in the country 

when the communist regime collapsed in 1989. This new comradeship under the 

auspices of the sociological discipline made the immigrant Jorge a suspect in the eyes of 

the pre-1989 communist government. Being a PhD did not ease the governmental 

skepticism to a foreign man with strong activist tendencies. He got difficulties to 

prolong his visa to stay in the country. Jorge started to look around and through his 

political Latin American friends, he took to Sweden. The year is 1985.  

Life project: To resettle in Sweden. In Sweden he was thrown in jail but in the car taking 

him to the airport for expulsion, someone phoned the police and the decision was 

changed. I did not ask more questions during the interview on the topic of this sudden 

change from the side of the Swedish government. Jorge had two years of 

acclimatization and then he met a guardian angel, “Mr Lagos”, a civil servant at the 

Swedish Public Employment Service, a man from Ethiopia, obviously engaging himself 

for well-educated people from the South. Mr Lagos phoned all universities and asked 

them if they could employ Jorge. The Department of Sociology in Uppsala, my own 

department, with Professor Ulf Himmelstrand, former president of ISA, and Senior 

lecturer Pablo Suarez welcoming Jorge.  

Life project: To cooperate in building a postcolonially conscious sociology. At the 

Department of Sociology in Uppsala, there was at this time in the 1990s a circle of PhD 

candidates and PhD researchers from Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria and other African 

countries and from Chile and other Latin American countries collaborating with similar 

colleagues in neighboring departments (Social and Economic Geography and Political 

Science), and this circle of collegial friends formed a group that we would call 

postcolonial today. This communality had a strong intellectual influence on Jorge. 

After three or four years Jorge and his wife divorced. The daughter was coming every 

summer to Sweden to spend time with her father. 

The Department of Sociology did not take care of having Jorge permanently employed 

and in the second half of the 1990’s, not having the support of Ulf Himmelstrand, who 

had already retired at that time, Jorge lost his job at the department. Different shorter 

posts of research
3
 and teaching followed one after another for seven or eight years. 

Life project: To build up an intercultural knowledge within the discipline of social work 

and to work for ameliorating conditions for indigenous people both in Sweden and 

Latin America. Then in 2004 Jorge arrived at Mid Sweden University in northern 

Sweden
4
. He first worked as supply teacher in the Department of Social Work and later, 

in 2008*, he was employed at that department as a full time lecturer. Since then, Jorge 

has taught social work and among other things built up a course in intercultural and 

                                                           
3 For example, Jorge’s study on immigrants with disabilities and their meeting with the Swedish system of social 

policy (Calbucura 2000). 
4 Just as “southern Chile” seems to be central Chile to a foreigner, so also “northern Sweden” must seem like central 

Sweden to a foreigner, this central position being a fact that the name Mid Sweden University mirrors.  
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international social work with indigenous people and ethnic minorities, such as Sami, 

Mapuche and Romani people. His research has focused on urbanized indigenous people 

and the base for his research is the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention from 

1989, which is the UN International Labour Organization Convention No. 169, not yet 

signed by Sweden. Jorge is also a historian (licentiate in history) and he has written 

extensively on the history of Mapuche, especially the rights of the Mapuche and the 

Chilean state.
5
 He has also written on writers and their standpoints on the indigenous 

questions, the Peruan Mario Vargas Llosa and the Chilean Pablo Neruda.  

In Sweden in 1992 Jorge married again, a Sami Swedish woman with whom he has also 

gotten a daughter. 

We can see that Jorge has repeatedly been hindered in fulfilling a chosen path and 

repeatedly been put in front of alternative life roads to the future. He has made his 

choices when the choice options have been forced upon him. Instead of starting to drink 

as his father did or canalizing one’s dreams through one’s child as his mother did, Jorge 

has succeeded in moving forward and making a remarkable career considering his life 

conditions. The social distance he has travelled from the position of his orphanage, 

illiterate, Native American servant mother, is not ordinary but extraordinary.    
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