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Introductory Note by the Editors-in-Chief
Sten Hagberg  |  Professor of Cultural Anthropology, Uppsala University 

Jörgen Hellman  |  Professor of Social Anthropology, University of Gothenburg

The present issue of kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology, has as its theme The 
Fear Among Us, under the leadership of the guest editors, Dr. Anna Gustafsson and Associate 
Professor Eva-Maria Hardtmann, both Anthropologists from Stockholm University. While 
fear is a deeply personal emotion, it is also a social and cultural experience. In the words of 
Gustafsson and Hardtmann, the discipline of anthropology is well suited for understanding 
how certain groups of people and individuals are framed as dangerous within public 
discourse by looking at the forms such framing takes, its strategies, and its effects both 
on the particular groups of people involved, and on society as a whole. The special issue 
grew partly out of the work of a panel titled Fear among Us: Constructing Dangerous Others 
at the Annual Conference of the Swedish Anthropological Association (SANT) at Lund 
University, 22-23 April 2021. 

Fear is both an individual and a social construction and experience, and anthropologists 
can situate constructions of fear and danger in relation to modes of Othering at a given time 
and place. The article by Kenneth Bo Nielsen, M. Sudhir Selvaraj and Alf Gunvald Nilsen 
focuses on the construction of “dangerous others” in India. They show how the ideology and 
politics of Hindu nationalism was always based on a discursive construction of “dangerous 
others” and particularly directed mostly against Muslims, but also to some extent against 
Christians. Per Ståhlberg’s article focuses on Ukraine, starting and ending with the ruins 
of the nuclear plant Chernobyl. He reflects on this site of a frightening nuclear disaster 
as an analogy with the current war: the danger that threatens to desolate large parts of 
Europe is also concealed within the country. In her article, Anna Gustafsson shows how 
older people have been constructed as social others during the COVID-19 pandemic; they 
came to be considered at risk for becoming seriously ill, and a risk for the spreading of the 
virus, and of burdening the health care system. Old people were made into a homogenous 
group, dangerous both to themselves and others. Eva-Maria Hardtmann portrays the prison 
abolition movement, a movement which has grown tremendously in the U.S. during the 
last few years. Through meeting ethnography from a conference in Montgomery, Alabama, 
she shows how prison abolitionists theoretically situate contemporary incarceration in the 
context of racism, slavery, and historical struggles, and concretely in practice too.

In the Bricolage section Jörgen Hellman publishes an article on new forms of diversity 
that is emerging in postmigration societies.

Since the journal was launched in August 2018 with the inaugural issue that dealt with 
The Public Presence of Anthropology (Vol 1, No 1, 2018) developed around Didier Fassin’s 



Vega Symposium in 2016, we have worked hard to consolidate the journal’s publication and 
dissemination. The second issue, which was also a double issue, was themed Comparative 
Municipal Ethnographies (Vol 2, No 1-2, 2019) and focused on the anthropology of local 
politics across the world. The first issue of 2020 inquired into The Anthropology of Wellbeing 
in Troubled Times (Vol 3, No 1, 2020), and was developed around Paul Stoller’s 2013 Vega 
Symposium. The second issue of 2020 focused on ethnographic practices in applied contexts, 
Putting Swedish Anthropology to Work (Vol 3, No 2, 2020). Two issues were published in 
2021. The first one was a Varia issue, and the second explored The Social Life of Water 
with Karsten Pearregaard and Paula Uimonen as guest editors. In 2022, kritisk etnografi was 
published as a double issue addressing the question, Is Europe skilling for sustainable food?, 
diligently developed by guest editors Maris Boyd Gillette and Cristina Grasseni. The first 
issue of 2023 was themed The Future of Diversity, and focused on Thomas Hylland Eriksen’s 
Vega Symposium in 2022.

As Editors-in-Chief of kritisk etnografi – Swedish Journal of Anthropology, we welcome 
proposals for thematic issues, individual papers, and shorter pieces from colleagues at 
Swedish universities and beyond. To recall, kritisk etnografi is a scientific peer-reviewed open 
access journal, free of any charges, published by the Swedish Society for Anthropology and 
Geography (SSAG).

Spread the word! Aux plumes! Fatta pennan!
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The fear among us:  
Constructing dangerous others
Anna Gustafsson  |  PhD, Researcher in Social Anthropology, Stockholm University 

Eva-Maria Hardtmann  |  Associate Professor of Social Anthropology, Stockholm University

Introduction
In History of Violence, the French writer Édouard Louis (2016) portrays a rape and its 
aftermath. The autobiographical novel tells a compelling and complex story about the 
interrelationship between self and other, and how both the self and other can become 
continuously renegotiated. On the way home from visiting two friends on Christmas 
Eve in 2012, Édouard is approached by a man. Édouard invites the man, called Reda in 
the book, back to his Parisian apartment and they have sex. Close to dawn, the intimate 
relationship changes and Reda turns violent and rapes Édouard at gunpoint. Through the 
following encounters with the police as well as with his friends and sister, Édouard becomes 
ambivalent towards his perpetrator. On the one hand, he tries to process what happened and 
how an intimate partner could turn into a violent other who injected fear in his body. On 
the other hand, he feels sympathy for Reda, a second-generation immigrant with Algerian 
background, and takes up his defence against societal racism, homophobia, and resentments 
directed to those living in impoverishment. The near-death experience makes Édouard an 
Other even to himself, as he starts othering and fearing men who resemble Reda, and he 
returns to his childhood village and working-class past that he had sworn to leave behind. 
In the book, Édouard weaves together a deeply personal story within a larger social context 
which today, both in France and elsewhere, is marked by fear, boundaries, difference, and 
the search for belonging and the self. 

While fear – such as the fear of violence or fear of a particular group of people – is a 
deeply personal emotion, it is also a social and cultural experience (Lutz and White 1986). 
What or whom we fear and how such fear becomes generated, experienced, expressed, and 
dealt with, varies. Anthropologist Andrea Boscoboinik (2014: 9) writes that fear can be 
“individual or collective, spontaneous or thought-out, permanent or cyclic and undoubtedly 
features in disparate setups or circumstances.” It is connected to processes of othering and 
caused by real or imagined threats, perceived risks, experiences of danger, and vulnerabilities. 

Anthropology is particularly suited for understanding how certain groups of people 
and individuals are framed as dangerous within public discourse by looking at the forms 
such framing takes, its strategies, and its effects both on the particular groups of people 
involved and on society as a whole. These issues are situated within the larger context of 
the discipline’s engagement with classification, boundary-making, modes of exclusion and 
inclusion, and their intersection with various forms of othering. At the current juncture, 
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notions of danger and its related sentiments of fear can be mobilised in narratives and 
actions. Depicting someone or something as dangerous and fearful, is a powerful means 
for rationalising and justifying their exclusion, as well as certain forms of governance and 
exertions of power. Interrogating the highly diverse forms these discourses of dangerous 
others take – including among others, politico-religious discourses and nationalist rhetoric 
– this volume seeks to bring together diverse research concerns and open up conversations 
among scholars. This is particularly important today as much of our social and political 
relations and sentiments are based around fear and division, including territorial disputes, 
discourses on terrorism and crime, immigration, the spread of disease, and climate change. 

This special issue grew out of a panel titled Fear among Us: Constructing Dangerous 
Others. The panel was held during the annual conference of the Swedish Anthropological 
Association (SANT) at Lund University, 22-23 April in 2021. It was an outcome of 
discussions in our reading group within the research network “Social Movements, Activism 
and Political Violence” in the Department of Social Anthropology at Stockholm University. 
Some of the participants in the panel could not prospectively contribute to this issue, so we 
invited a couple of others instead, to write on our theme.

Constructing Dangerous Others
Returning to Édouard Louis, his personal experience of violence connects to larger 
contemporary concerns related to racism and homophobia. In The Politics of Fear, linguist 
Ruth Wodak (2015) argues that far-right populists are normalising discourses around 
nationalism, xenophobia, racism, sexism, antisemitism, and Islamophobia through notions 
of fear: “fear of change, of globalization, of loss of welfare, of climate change, of changing 
gender roles; in principle, almost anything can be constructed as a threat to ‘Us’, an imagined 
homogeneous people inside a well-protected territory” (Wodak 2015: online, preface). 
Anti-immigration and anti-refugee sentiments are spreading across the Global North, and 
political debates and decision-making are marked by the image of the dangerous other. Apart 
from ex-President Trump’s relentless scapegoating of immigrants and building of physical 
walls to separate between ‘Us’ and ‘Them,’ in Hungary, Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has 
expressed fear and hostility towards refugees, France’s National Rally (formerly National 
Front) stigmatises Muslims, and the Italian government portrays immigrants as threatening. 

In Sweden, anti-immigration rhetoric influenced the 2022 elections, and the Sweden 
Democrats became the second biggest party, as well as the largest party in the right-wing 
winning block. This is an authoritarian and exclusionary political party with cultural and 
ethnic nationalism at its core, with a background in the neo-Nazi organization “Keep 
Sweden Swedish” (Bevara Sverige Svenskt, BSS). Similar to other populist, authoritarian, 
and ethnonationalist right-wing parties, the Sweden Democrats is based on a fear to lose 
ones’ cultural or ethnic identity (Lööw 1995; Rydgren 2018).

The construction of a dangerous Other is manifested through political and media 
discourses, stricter migration policies, language and citizenship tests, and a rigid set of 
regulations as well as expectations. The threat in Sweden has increasingly been constructed, 
in much political discourse, as coming from immigrants and asylum-seekers, and the 
hostility against ‘the Other’ is mainly directed against Muslims. Today, processes of othering 
seem particularly interesting as they connect so intimately with notions of fear. 

Since 2016, Sweden has seen an overall trend in which the number of immigrants has 
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decreased. One could imagine that fewer immigrants would reduce the frustrations within 
xenophobic parties, but it rather seems to work the other way around. A decreasing number 
of immigrants has been followed by even more aggressive immigration politics. The Sweden 
Democrats are becoming more explicit and purposeful with their demands of repatriation 
and of reaching the zero vision of asylum seekers in Sweden. 

Why such a rage about minorities and the weak? This is a central puzzle to Appadurai 
(2006), and he suggests an answer in Fear of Small Numbers. It is actually the small number 
that represents the obstacle to become a whole, a totality. It is precisely the small gap between 
having a status as mere ethnic majority and reaching complete national purity that creates 
frustration and rage against ethnic others. It is the capacity of a small number of immigrants 
to be able to make the majority feel their incompleteness that creates this rage. The anxiety 
could also be used to mobilise the majority against the minority, in a fear of reversal of 
roles; the majority may in the future turn into a minority. It seems contradictory, but the 
closer authoritarian ethnonationalist right-wing parties get to the visions about a cultural 
homogeneous nation, the more frustration and hostility may arise against ‘the dangerous 
others.’ Talking with Mary Douglas (1966), certain others are seen as “polluting” and as 
such, they can destabilise the self and threaten established boundaries. They seem to be a 
reminder of the incompleteness and the danger of the not yet completely fulfilled vision 
(Appadurai 2006). 

Another perspective on othering is related to women and women’s bodies. Simone de 
Beauvoir (2011 [1949]) famously argued that women are not born women, but become 
women – society’s second sex – through modes of othering in relation to men. Women 
are however, not only made other to men, but also in relation to one another. Writing 
on the politics of othering during the Trump era in America, Andaya (2019) shows how 
reproductive governance over women’s bodies has become central to conservative political 
agendas and nativist populism. By portraying the state’s foundational principles to be in 
danger, the Trump administration justified its reproductive control over bodies marked as 
others in order to create a vision of a restored state. Removing family-planning services, 
including access to birth control and abortion, have especially impacted low-income 
women from migrant backgrounds and minority groups (Andaya 2019: 14). Thus, in the 
US, the control of women’s reproductive capacities has become a symbol of political power 
for a coalition of antiabortion activists, nativist, and white national movements and the 
conservative economic elite. 

Looking at a European context, Sara Farris (2017) introduces the term femonationalism, 
which points to the intersection of feminist ideas, nationalist ideologies, Islamophobia, and 
xenophobic rhetoric. From the perspectives of right-wing politicians, neoliberals, and some 
feminist theorists, immigrant men are seen as oppressive and dangerous. Muslim and other 
migrant women are thus perceived in need of protection and rescue (cf. Abu-Lughod 2013, 
2014). Femocrats have, for instance, supported veil bans and policies of civic integration 
(Farris 2017). Ten years before Farris’ publication, Jasbir Puar (2007) developed the 
framework of homonationalism and showed in a similar manner how right-wing nationalists 
together with some LGBTQ-advocates formed an unlikely alliance based on the distinction 
between “western equality” and “oppressive others”. 
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Imagining the future: Fear or hope?
What or whom we fear and how this is expressed, differs through time and place. Looking 
at historical aspects of fear, Boscoboinik (2014: 12, 16) gives the examples of plague, AIDS, 
nuclear weapons, natural catastrophes, climate change, (sub)urban violence, unemployment, 
immigration, disease, and mistrust of people in power. Citing Frank Furedi, she states that 
fear has replaced hope as the major sentiment when imagining the future (Boscoboinik 2014). 

Sociologists Furedi (2006), Bassner (2010) and Altheide (2002) argue alike that 
Americans feel more fearful today than a couple of decades back, but that this fear is 
unfounded to a large extent. While these authors argue that today’s world is not exceptionally 
dangerous, discourses of fear and danger are placed at the forefront by politicians, the media, 
advocates, organisations, and various stakeholders to profit and forward their own agendas. 
Thus, processes of othering and increasing perceptions of danger and fear come to justify 
attempts to govern certain bodies and regulate established social contracts. 

The way we look at the world, imagining the future with fear or hope, is something 
that also permeates the anthropological discipline (Ortner 2016), which of course is related 
to the societal climates. Ortner begins an article with the following sentence: “Academic 
work, at least in the social sciences, cannot be detached from the conditions of the real 
world in which it takes place” (Ortner 2016: 47). In an overview of anthropology since the 
1980s she portrays how “Dark anthropology” was substituted with “Good anthropology”, 
forgetting about different kinds of hardship. It is, however, in the more recent “Anthropology 
of critique, resistance and activism” that she finds a balance between describing the harsh 
dimensions of social life imbued with power-relations, inequality, injustice and oppression, 
still managing to keep up and express a hope for the future (ibid.: 61-66).

Why Ortner is describing this last trend of scholars as expressing hope for the future is 
probably because fieldwork is carried out mainly among activists with whom anthropologists 
tend to agree. There are today a multitude of ethnographic studies about social movements 
from all parts of the world, focusing on human rights, economic and social justice, gender 
issues, and indigenous rights. In comparison, we find much less ethnographic studies about 
far-right movements, even if they have increased in number (for a useful overview, see 
Berger, Lems and Moderbacher 2020.) Within our discipline and among scholar-activists 
there has certainly been a partiality. Pasieka (2017) is one of those anthropologists studying 
the far-right and she has pointed out the risks for anthropologists of keeping a distance from 
those people whom we do not agree with. We seem to have a new moral dilemma, Pasieka 
states. How could we rethink the meaning of empathy and emic understanding without 
normalising extremist worldviews? (Pasieka 2017). Do we create new Exotic Others? Let us 
now turn to othering within anthropology.

Anthropology and othering 
As already stated, fear is an individual as well as social construction and experience, and 
it differs across societies and with time. Anthropologists can situate constructions of fear 
and danger in relation to modes of Othering at a given time and place. We can identify 
and highlight what and who is feared, and why, the forms of its expression, its strategies, 
consequences and mechanisms of coping (Boscoboinik 2014). 

Framing someone or something as dangerous relates to modes of Othering; a central and 
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prevalent notion for anthropologists as well as philosophers and literary writers throughout 
time. Who the other is and what constitutes the other are central queries here. Even though 
anthropology is particularly suited for understanding how otherness is constructed, our own 
discipline also began as a history of creating the Other and was deeply embedded with 
colonialism. As Clifford (1986: 23) points out, it is in the identification of the other that 
the self comes into being. This was certainly the case for early anthropology, which saw 
cultures different from the West as others. Some of the dominant others were ‘primitives’, 
‘tribals’, ‘pre-literates’ and ‘noble savages’, who all played central roles for developing theories 
of cultural evolution and manifesting western dominance. In early anthropology there was 
thus an interest to understand the Exotic Other and since cultures were seen as bounded to 
territories the Other belonged to places far away. 

Thinking of human development in terms of linear progress, the perceived differences 
of these others were also seen to provide westerners with a window to the past. Lewis Henry 
Morgan, for instance, defined the three stages of cultural evolution – savagery, barbarism, 
and civilisation – through their modes of subsistence and technology. By creating a 
‘primitive’ other, European and North American societies could understand their origins, 
claim power, and justify discriminatory practices and attitudes through notions of the 
civilised, and hence, superior self. Although the evolutionary ethnocentrism was replaced 
by other theoretical paradigms toward the turn of the 20th century, ideas of ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
continued and notions of western dominance remained and impacted societies worldwide 
through practices and relationships of exploitation and colonisation. 

Many anthropologists continued to travel away from their home countries during the 
20th century to study groups that were seen as separate and stable entities. Toward the end of 
the 20th century, the anthropological discipline transformed and became more self-reflexive 
and aware of the history, power relations and how the Other had been created. Edward 
Said wrote Orientalism (1978), which has been debated and discussed up to this day, in an 
attempt to show how “the Orient,” in a discourse entangled with European colonialism was 
actually created as an image of “the Other,” as a contrast to “the Occident,” politically useful 
to legitimise colonialism. 

This relates to the issue mentioned previously. How do we today find a balance in 
understanding and presenting the worldviews of ethnonationalist right-wing populists 
without legitimising their ideals and agendas? They seem to get more frustrated, hostile, 
and zealous, the more the gap narrows between their vision of cultural homogeneity and 
its realisation. 

How is it possible for us as anthropologists to present this emic world-view about 
cultural homogeneity without othering? Furthermore, Pasieka comments: “if one threat is 
othering, the second one is (over)familiarization” (Pasieka 2017: 6).

Cultural homogeneity was never the loadstar of anthropology and our ideal has rather 
been to embrace and portray diversity, differences, and a multiplicity of voices, even though 
we have not always been successful in our endeavours. Previous processes of othering have 
been scrutinised and criticised (e.g. Anderson 1983; Fabian 1983, 2006; Clifford 1986). 
Nevertheless, the processes of othering remain within the discipline in many ways. Scholars 
have talked about ‘decolonising anthropology’ and ‘decolonising methodology’ to emphasise 
how paradigmatic new ways of looking at the discipline have become necessary, by taking 
earlier silenced voices into account, learning anew about theories and methodologies from, 
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for example, African American studies (Harrison 2018), Maori scholars (Smith 2012) or 
Sami academics (Kuokkanen 2019).

Like others before her, the Sami scholar Rauna Kuokkanen has complicated the 
matter of feminism and emphasised the need to “decolonise feminism” (Knobblock and 
Kuokkanen 2015). We have well-known authors-activists, scholars and feminists such as 
Nawal El Saadawi (1931-2021) in Egypt, Kumud Pawde (1938-2023) in India, bell hooks 
(1952-2021) in the US and many others, sharing about their experiences of being treated 
as Other in more than one way; in terms of gender, but also in terms of racism, class status, 
and caste belonging. 

Let us return to where we started with Édouard Louis. In his most recent autobiography 
Changer: méthode (2021) he dwells into his own upward mobility, since leaving the small 
industrial town Hallencourt in northern France and his working-class background behind, 
reaching a new cultural status as a student in an elite university in Paris, to finally become 
an embraced and internationally acknowledged author. What is won and what is lost in 
this process of transformation? We do not get the answers, but Louis puts central questions 
about social relations, processes of change, guilt, contempt, and revenge, but also about 
fear and danger. 

Contributions 
This special issue opens with an article by Kenneth Bo Nielsen, M. Sudhir Selvaraj and Alf 
Gunvald Nilsen about the construction of “dangerous others” in India. They show how the 
ideology and politics of Hindu nationalism was always based on a discursive construction of 
“dangerous others” and particularly directed against Muslims, but also Christians. India has 
come to be defined as a Hindu nation, in which religious minorities do not properly belong 
to the nation. With examples from the two states of Uttar Pradesh and Karnataka, the 
authors demonstrate how a discursive construction of dangerous others is now increasingly 
being written into law, through a process of Hindu nationalist statecraft. Even though Uttar 
Pradesh and Karnataka are markedly different in many ways the BJP governments have 
effectively relied on law-making to further their ideological project in the two states. The 
authors analyse legislation regulating, among other things, religious conversions, inter-
faith relationship, and population growth. They discuss these laws in terms of “dog-whistle 
legislation” and argue that a change takes place in the direction of a legal consolidation of 
India as a Hindu state, in which religious minorities are now increasingly marginalised and 
stigmatised, seen as dangerous and anti-national others, and have become more exposed to 
collective violence.

Continuing in relation to contemporary politics, Per Ståhlberg’s article focuses on 
Ukraine. The article starts and ends with Chernobyl. He reflects on this site of a frightening 
nuclear disaster as an analogy with the current war in Ukraine: The danger that threatens to 
desolate large parts of Europe is also concealed within Ukraine. The main part of the article 
is however, about recent instances of symbolic communication taking place in the shadow 
of the violent terror from a “dangerous other.” The article builds on Ståhlberg’s experiences 
during eight years of intermittent fieldwork in Ukraine after the Euromaidan Revolution in 
2013. That research was focused on meaning management during perilous times. The theme 
that conjoins several scattered impressions presented in the article is a concern with the role 
of a colonial legacy in a country at war. The discussion involves both a revolution and a song 
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contest. Ståhlberg is theorising the close familiarity that exists between the enemies of the 
current war and particularly refers to Ashis Nandy’s concept of “the intimate enemy” and 
Nils Bubandt´s idea of “hostile empathy”. He concludes that Ukraine is not only fighting a 
military power but also an enemy that is omnipresent, like an “other within.”

The war in Ukraine has, together with discussions of migration, climate change, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, dominated contemporary discussions around fears and the future in 
politics, media, and among the general public. Looking at COVID-19, the virus has, since 
2020, been constructed as a dangerous other, invisible but present among us and harmful 
not only to individuals’ health, but also to their social and economic everyday realities. 
Lockdowns, school closures, increasing inequalities, and unemployment are among some of 
the consequences that have impacted individuals and resulted in great social and economic 
costs for societies worldwide. Fears around the pandemic relate to our fear of the unknown 
and how it might change or endanger our human existence. The fears connect to our social 
relationships through questions such as “Who carries and may spread the virus?” and “How 
should we live during the pandemic?” One group that has been particularly visible in these 
discussions comprises older people. Anna Gustafsson shows in her article how older people 
have been constructed as social others during the pandemic. She demonstrates how older 
people have been considered at risk for becoming seriously ill and a risk for the spreading of 
the virus and of burdening the health care system; old people were made into a homogenous 
group, dangerous both to themselves and others. At the center of images like these, later 
life is seen as a period of ill health, vulnerability, helplessness, and loss of personal agency. 
COVID-19 is however, just one example of how older people become others and how old 
age is seen as dangerous in contemporary society. In her article, Gustafsson also points to 
the anti-ageing movement, dominant gerontological discourses and the slang expressions 
“OK Boomer” and “Boomer Remover”. What these examples have in common is that 
youthfulness and midlife norms are celebrated while traits associated with later life are 
considered destructive and negative. 

The old people in Gustafsson’s article are maybe not the first ones we expect to be 
among those creating fear in society or to be seen as the “dangerous others”. The next article, 
on the other hand, is dealing with an obvious emblem for “dangerous others”. Hardtmann 
begins her article by commenting on how politicians around the world discuss harsher 
sentences for those labelled criminals. In the article, however, a movement is portrayed that 
challenges this view and turns danger up-side-down; the prison abolition movement. This is 
a movement which has grown tremendously in the U.S. during the last few years, and one 
of the most well-known prison abolitionists, Mariama Kaba, was on the New York Times 
Bestseller list in 2021 with her book We Do This ´Til We Free Us: Abolitionist Organizing and 
Transforming Justice. Contemporary incarceration has been theorised by scholars and activist 
scholars in the context of racism and slavery, but it is only more recently that anthropologists 
have shown an interest in the movement. Through meeting ethnography from a conference 
in Montgomery, Alabama, Hardtmann shows how prison abolitionists not only theoretically 
situate contemporary incarceration in the context of racism, slavery, and historical struggles, 
but also concretely in practice too.

Reflecting on the questions taken up in these articles may also challenge our ethnographic 
thinking. In the anthropological essays that follow, we try to open up questions about fear, 
danger, and othering with ethnographic examples from different parts of the world. We 
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hope these will appeal to the readers and be understood as something central, well worth 
reflecting more about. 
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ABSTRACT: The ideology and politics of Hindu nationalism has always been predicated on an 
antagonistic discursive construction of ‘dangerous others,’ notably Muslims but also Christians. 
This construct has served to define India as first and foremost a Hindu nation, thereby de facto 
relegating religious minorities to the status of not properly belonging to the nation. However, 
under the leadership of the current Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Hindu nationalism has 
acquired an unprecedented political force. A key consequence of this has been that the discursive 
construction of dangerous others is now increasingly being written into law, through a process 
of Hindu nationalist statecraft. The result is, we argue, not just a de facto but increasingly also a 
de jure marginalization and stigmatization of religious minorities. We substantiate this argument 
by analysing the intent and effect of recent pieces of legislation in two Indian states regulating, 
among other things, religious conversions, inter-faith relationships, and population growth. 
Conceiving of such laws as dog-whistle legislation, we argue that they are, in fact, geared towards 
the legal consolidation of India as a Hindu state. We also analyse the intimate entanglement 
between these laws and the collective violence of vigilante groups against those minorities that 
Hindu nationalists frame as dangerous, anti-national others.

Keywords: Hindu nationalism; dog-whistle legislation; demographic anxiety; love jihad; 
population control; Uttar Pradesh; Karnataka

Introduction
The ideology and politics of Hindu nationalism has always been predicated on an antagonistic 
discursive construction of ‘dangerous others’ – notably Muslims but also Christians. This 
construct has served to define India as first and foremost a Hindu nation, thereby relegating 
religious minorities to the de facto status of not properly belonging to the nation. However, 
under the leadership of the current Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, Hindu nationalism 
has acquired an unprecedented political force, taking centre stage in the political life of 
the republic. Modi’s party, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), is now in government at the 
centre and in many of India’s federal States and Union Territories, while the many affiliate 
organisations in civil society – held together by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) – 
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exert an increasingly hegemonic influence on popular common sense. 
Hindu nationalism’s “dangerous others” have historically, and increasingly so from 

the 1990s, been subject to stigmatisation and extra-legal violence at the hands of more 
extreme Hindu nationalist groups. This continues to this day. What is distinct about the 
current conjuncture in the trajectory of Hindu nationalism, however, is how its ideology of 
Hindutva is now increasingly being written into state law, a process that we refer to as Hindu 
nationalist statecraft (Nielsen and Nilsen 2021, 2022). A key outcome of allowing religious 
majoritarianism to dictate law-making and override the general democratic principle of 
protecting minority rights is not just a de facto, but also increasingly a de jure marginalisation 
and stigmatisation of India’s religious minorities – a juridically anchored writing out of the 
nation of Hindutva’s “dangerous others” (Selvaraj and Susewind forthcoming).

The aim of this article is to analyse new practices of law-making that are foundational to 
Hindu nationalist statecraft at the current conjuncture, and to understand the relationship 
between the power that is exercised through law-making on the one hand, and the power 
that is asserted through extra-legal collective violence on the other hand. Towards this end, 
we focus on the scale at which most of India’s law-making takes place, namely the level of 
the federal states. More specifically, we focus on the states of Uttar Pradesh and Karnataka. 
Although these states have markedly different demographical, economic, cultural, and 
linguistic histories and characteristics, they are widely seen as two of the most crucial 
“laboratories of Hindutva” today (Ramakrishnan 2020; Dhingra 2022). In both states, BJP 
governments have effectively relied on law-making to further their ideological project, while 
allied organisations – with the tacit or even active support of state institutions and the police 
– rely on vigilantism to violently regulate the lives, livelihoods, and behaviour of religious 
minorities. This fusion of forces in political and civil society has been described by Jaffrelot 
(2021: 250) as constituting “a vigilante state whose ideal type has taken shape in [Chief 
Minister] Yogi Adityanath’s Uttar Pradesh”, but which, we argue, also existed in Karnataka 
during the time period covered in our analysis. In both states, these concerted efforts at 
Hindu nationalist statecraft have ominously met with considerable success.

In the domain of law-making, we analyse recent legislation introduced to regulate 
inter-faith relationships, stop religious conversions, and limit population growth. Based 
on a contextualising reading of this legislation, which in the literal wording operates with 
very vague or airbrushed notions of ‘otherness,’ we conceptualise these laws as dog-whistle 
legislation, arguing that they facilitate the broader agenda of Hindu nationalist statecraft 
and the consolidation of India as both a de facto and a de jure Hindu state. We also link 
these laws to the phenomenon of extra-legal Hindu nationalist violence perpetrated on its 
dangerous others, to show the intimate relationship between the power of law and the power 
of violence in Hindu nationalist statecraft. 

The next section briefly presents our research methods. We then introduce the core 
ideological tenets of Hindu nationalism and the othering of religious minorities that is 
integral to it. We also discuss the concepts of Hindu nationalist statecraft and dog-whistle 
legislation and propose a conceptualisation of the relationship between law-making 
and extra-legal violence. This is followed by an analysis of recent legislation from Uttar 
Pradesh (UP) and Karnataka before we conclude by drawing out the implications for our 
understanding of Hindu nationalist statecraft.
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A note on methodology
This article emerges from the intersection of two collaborative research projects: one on 
Hindu nationalist statecraft (involving Nilsen and Nielsen), and one on anti-Christian 
violence in India (involving Selvaraj and Nielsen). All three authors have carried out extensive 
ethnographic fieldwork in western, central, eastern, and southern India across two decades. 
While our analysis in this article is informed by an acquired ethnographic sensibility, we 
draw only sparingly on first-hand ethnographic data. Instead, we base our analysis on a 
variety of sources, including legal texts, media commentaries, investigative journalism, and 
other news reports, the extant scholarly literature, as well as a small number of interviews 
conducted by Selvaraj in Karnataka and New Delhi. We hope that what may thereby be 
lost in terms of ethnographic detail is made up for by the broader analysis of the linkages 
between law-making, constructions of otherness, and vigilante violence that constitute an 
important part of the everyday context for many among India’s religious minorities.

Hindu nationalism, demographic anxieties, and dog-whistle legislation
Hindu nationalism emerged as a reactionary social movement in the early twentieth century, 
working to build India as a unitary Hindu nation. Jaffrelot (1996, 2021) conceives of 
Hindu nationalism as a distinct form of ethnic or ethno-religious nationalism that defines 
a collective identity for itself by pursuing both a “defensive stigmatization” and a “strategic 
emulation” of dangerous others that threaten the unity of the Hindu nation – a nation that 
is understood in both civilisational and cultural terms. 

If Hindu nationalism was founded on opposition to the Other, this Other was in turn 
embodied successively and then simultaneously in the West, in Christians, and in Muslims. 
Put simply, “Hindu nationalists perceive these three groups – which in some instances 
overlap – as threats, whether they are viewed as hostile to Hinduism or as cultural invaders 
inclined to proselytize” (Jaffrelot 2021: 188). Muslims and Christians not only continue to 
be seen as threats to the Hindu nation, but are also considered as living examples of historical 
legacies of violence against and domination over the Hindus, perpetrated by Muslim rulers 
and British colonialists (ibid.: 188).

Crucial to our purposes, Hindu nationalism represents a politics of resentment anchored 
in a majoritarian inferiority complex (Jaffrelot 2021: 28), a “Hindu sense of inferiority or 
vulnerability” (Jaffrelot 1996: 24). Key to this sense of inferiority and vulnerability is the 
“demographic anxiety” (Moodie 2010) that Hindus in India will eventually be displaced 
from their position of demographic and political dominance primarily because of rapid 
Muslim population growth, caused by the conversion of people of other faiths to Islam, and 
by higher birth rates among Muslims. While this – in practice unfounded – demographic 
anxiety is thus first and foremost distinctly anti-Muslim, rendering the Muslim “the epitome 
of the Other” (Jaffrelot 2021: 194) in Hindu nationalism, it may also be directed at Christian 
communities (Nielsen, Bhattacharya, and Da Silva 2023), as we exemplify later. 

Increasingly framed in the globally resonant post-9/11 language of jihad (Frydenlund 
and Leidig 2021), anti-Muslim demographic anxieties and related conspiracy theories are 
now condensed in mobilisational Hindu nationalist “sound bites” (Frøystad 2021) such as 
“population jihad”, “demographic jihad”, “conversion jihad”, or “love jihad” – sound bites 
that identify India’s Muslim population as the main threat to the Hindu nation. The latter 
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idea of “love jihad” has gained particular traction in Hindu nationalist discourse, including 
in the two states that we focus on here. “Love jihad” refers to the alleged practice of Muslim 
men marrying young Hindu girls with the sole purpose of converting them to Islam. The 
underlying belief is that “Muslim men seduce, convert, marry, and have children with non-
Muslim women to ensure that the Muslim minority in India becomes a majority” (Chacko 
2020: 213) as part of a larger conspiracy against the Hindu population. The love jihad myth 
– for that is what it is – in other words draws its political potency and mobilisation potential 
precisely from “the anxiety of Islam overtaking the Hindu nation, through the body of the 
Hindu woman” (Tyagi and Sen 2019: 5).

Love jihad has been a key mobilising issue for the BJP and allied Hindu nationalist 
organisations for years and has found expression in many popular campaigns organised by 
these groups. Indeed, as Jaffrelot (2021: 189) notes, it has historically been “through practice 
rather than through legislation that [Hindu nationalists] have […] targeted Christians and 
Muslims”. However, this has changed in recent years with the intensification of Hindu 
nationalist statecraft. Hindu nationalist statecraft refers to the process by which Hindu 
nationalist ideology, and specifically the ideological tenet that India is, and should be a 
Hindu nation, is codified into law (Nielsen and Nilsen 2021, 2022; Jaffrelot and Verniers 
2020). New legislation against love jihad has been an important component in this process, 
and Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka, and many other states have passed stringent laws in the last 
few years. These new laws, in turn, build on earlier state-level legislation introduced in 
three waves since the 1960s (Selvaraj forthcoming). The first wave came in the 1960s-1970s 
in Orissa (in 1967), Madhya Pradesh (1968) and Arunachal Pradesh (1978), states with 
large tribal populations and the presence of secessionist movements. The second wave came 
in the early part of the twenty first century and coincided with a rise in anti-Christian 
violence from the late 1990s, spurred in part by the Church’s support for Dalit demands 
for affirmative action (Sarkar 1999; Zavos 2001) and in part by the anger among Hindutva 
groups at India’s cultural transformation in a liberalising context, where Christians came to 
serve as “symbolic extensions of globalization” (Lobo 2002: 150). Second-wave legislation 
was passed in Tamil Nadu (2002), Gujarat (2003), Rajasthan (2006), Jharkhand (2017) and 
Uttarakhand (2018). The third and most recent wave from 2019 signals a more nefarious 
turn as it coincides with the Modi administration’s willingness to mobilise the law to realign 
the nation along the lines of Hindutva’s core tenets. The new laws passed in Uttar Pradesh 
and Karnataka (both in 2021) mark the beginning of this third phase.1 

What then, is the relationship between these new forms of Hindu nationalist statecraft, 
and the extra-legal violence that remains integral to Hindu nationalist politics? How can we 
conceptualise and understand the relationship between the power that is asserted through 
extra-legal violence on the one hand, and the power that is exercised through law-making 
on the other? One way of answering this question is to argue, as Sana Jaffrey (2021) has 
in her recent work on vigilantism in India and Indonesia, that right-wing populists use 
vigilante violence to both regulate social behaviour in accordance with majoritarian cultural 
codes, and to lobby the state to either enforce existing laws more strictly or introduce new 
legislation that extends state regulation into previously ungoverned domains. While this is 
a compelling perspective, it arguably posits too neat a distinction between a private domain 

1 Haryana followed in 2022, while existing legislation has been amended to become more extreme in Gujarat 
(2021) and Himachal Pradesh (2022).
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of extra-legal violence and a public domain of state power, in which the former acts upon 
the latter to advance its ideology. This distinction occludes the social origins of the state 
and state power, and leaves us ill-equipped to grapple with how dominant social forces 
constantly traverse the analytical divide between civil and political society.

What we propose here is rather a perspective grounded in an understanding of the 
hegemonic project of the BJP and allied organisations as one that mobilises both consent 
and coercion across the analytical divide between civil and political society to build a Hindu 
nation. Within this equation, we argue for seeing coercion as constituted by the always-already 
entangled power of violence and the power of law. We argue that the recent consolidation 
of unparalleled Hindu nationalist power at the national and (much of ) the federal level has 
made it possible to fuse collective violence and law-making. According to our argument, this 
is done to redefine both state and society in a distinctively majoritarian direction. 

In the following sections, we shed light on the workings of this fusion of law and violence 
by conceptualising and analysing the legislation that is at the heart of Hindu nationalist 
statecraft as a form of juridico-legal equivalent to dog-whistle politics. In his analysis of the 
rhetoric and politics of the Republican Party in the US, Ian Haney López (2014) defines dog-
whistle politics as a form of right-wing political communication using coded racial appeals 
that manipulate hostility towards non-whites, in order to win elections (López 2014: 22, 35). 
López asserts that though superficially and even literally, such communication has nothing 
to do with race, it nonetheless powerfully communicates messages about “threatening non-
whites” to unify “the white vote”. Such “racial demagoguery” (ibid.: 42) plays on “racial 
anxieties” (ibid.: 52) among the white population, enabling the Republican Party to elicit 
“racial loyalty” (ibid.: 54) from many white voters, without seemingly speaking about race 
at all. This airbrushing of race from political discourse is necessitated by the fact that an 
openly racialised politics runs counter to national values supporting equality and opposing 
racism; so much so that those “blowing the whistle” would find they would be broadly 
condemned if understood as openly appealing for racial solidarity among whites (ibid.: 58). 
Therefore, dog-whistle politics always operate at two levels: “inaudible and easily denied 
in one rage yet stimulating strong reactions in another” (ibid.: 54). If, as López (2014: 73) 
argues, the racial dog-whistle politics of the Republican Party have succeeded in shifting the 
entire American political culture rightward, the ethno-religious and communal dog-whistle 
of Hindu majoritarianism has arguably been even more successful in shifting the Indian 
political culture rightward – to such an extent that openly communal hate-speech is no 
longer broadly condemned. 

Inspired by López, we define dog-whistle legislation in the Indian context as a 
modality of Hindu nationalist statecraft using coded ethno-religious and communal 
language – rooted in demographic anxieties among Hindu nationalists and hostility towards 
non-Hindus – in order to create a de jure Hindu state. Also, though superficially and even 
literally, such legislation may have little to do with communalism, it nonetheless powerfully 
communicates the message that ‘threatening non-Hindus’ are not equal citizens in the full 
sense of the term. We argue that such ethno-religious law-making seeks to both elicit as 
well as lock ‘communal loyalty’ among Hindus into law, as a foundation of both the state 
and of full citizenship, without seemingly speaking about specific religious communities 
at all. However, the reason for advancing Hindu nationalist statecraft through dog-whistle 
legislation is not due to any fear of stoking controversies on the part of BJP legislators; in 
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fact, and indeed, stoking controversy and furthering communal polarisation has historically 
been integral to Hindu nationalist politics. It derives rather, from the risk of openly anti-
Muslim or anti-Christian legislation being struck down as unconstitutional. To ensure that 
the dog-whistle communication of laws that advance Hindu nationalist statecraft does not 
remain inaudible to the intended audience, these laws are accompanied by a constant stream 
of meta-commentary by Hindu nationalist politicians and activists who establish the law’s 
connection to the Hindu nationalist agenda in unequivocal terms, thereby explaining its 
real intent and purposes. Crucially, as we show in detail below, the dog-whistle legislation of 
Hindu nationalist statecraft is both enabled by and enabling of more direct forms of physical 
violence and intimidation by Hindutva groups. We argue that this generates a synergy in 
which the enforcement of Hindutva ideology is carried out through the entangled power 
of the public authority of the state and the assertion of vigilante violence against the Hindu 
nation’s others.

Uttar Pradesh: Foregrounding Muslims
In Uttar Pradesh, Hindu nationalist demographic anxieties have been aggressively mobilised 
by the incumbent BJP state government – in power since 2017 – to further the project of 
writing the Hindu nation into law. Indeed, it was in Uttar Pradesh that love jihad truly came 
to the fore as a prominent mobilising issue in Hindu nationalist politics, foregrounding 
Muslims as the key threat to the Hindu nation. The current state Chief Minister (CM) 
Yogi Adityanath has played a vital role in this. Adityanath is the head-priest of an important 
temple in eastern Uttar Pradesh but has also been a long-time Member of Parliament (since 
1998), representing the BJP, before becoming CM in 2017. The most important vehicle 
for his political rise has been an organisation called the Hindu Yuva Vahini (The Hindu 
Youth Army) which he founded with the explicit purpose of combating religious conversion 
and crimes against Hindu women. Hence, love jihad has been a particularly important 
rallying point for the organisation and its activists (Pai and Kumar 2018: 125-26), and it has 
remained so for Adityanath after he became CM. Raising the spectre of young Muslim men 
attracting and seducing innocent Hindu women solely to convert them, almost immediately 
after assuming office, Yogi Adityanath established so-called “anti-Romeo squads” to “protect” 
Hindu women (Jaffrelot 2021: 201). And three years later, a so-called love jihad law was 
introduced towards the same end. Analysing this law as a piece of dog-whistle legislation, 
we locate the key to understanding it – and indeed most other laws through which Hindu 
nationalist statecraft is currently advancing2 – not in the letter of the law itself, but in the 
wider socio-political context that brought the law into being.

Combating “love jihad”: The Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act, 2021
Colloquially known as the love jihad law, the official name of the legislation targeting love 
jihad is ‘The Uttar Pradesh Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion Act, 2021’. It 
started life as an Ordinance and came into force in late 2020, following which it was later 
passed by the state assembly in March 2021. The law criminalises any change of religion 
unless prior permission has been sought and granted by the state (Kumar and Yadav 2022: 

2 This includes laws against the slaughter and transportation of cattle (Jakobsen and Nielsen 2023; 2024); the law 
abrogating statehood for Kashmir; the Citizen Amendment Act; and so on.
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4), and so-called “unlawful conversions” are punished with hefty fines and potentially very 
long jail sentences. 

Despite the clear allusions to Islam in its colloquial name, the letter of the law deals 
with and regulates religious conversions in general and in the abstract, offering generalised 
rules, procedures and prohibitions without mentioning any specific religion by name. There 
are no explicit references to love jihad, nor to forms of proselytization or missionary activities 
that one might associate with a specific religion. In fact, the only passage to use terms 
that are directly traceable to particular religions is a short section explaining the meaning 
of the term “religious convertor” as used in the act, mentioning “Father, Karmkandi, 
Maulvi or Mulla etc.” as illustrations. While Father, Maulvi and Mulla index Christianity 
and Islam respectively, the inclusion of the Karmkandi – the Hindi term for a “specialist 
Brahman ritual technician” (Parry 1980: 92) – communicates an ostensibly secular, non-
discriminatory orientation. In the same way, neither does the act dwell at length on “love” 
insofar as it only devotes a single section explicitly to a discussion of religious conversion 
through marriage. This is section six which declares “marriages done for the sole purpose 
of unlawful conversion or vice versa” to be void. Again, no specific religion is singled out.

However, when set in the wider political context of intense communal polarisation 
in Uttar Pradesh under CM Adityanath, it becomes evident that the law, in a dog-whistle 
manner, draws on and furthers Hindu majoritarian and anti-Muslim sentiments. Not only 
did the law emerge out of years of aggressively anti-Muslim campaigning on the part of 
Adityanath and his organisation; only weeks prior to the presentation of the Ordinance, 
Adityanath had publicly stated that his government was working on a strict law to combat 
love jihad, making it clear that even if the letter of the law eventually refrained from 
mentioning love jihad by name, this was nonetheless what it targeted. In the same speech, 
Adityanath also warned “those who conceal identity and play with our sisters’ respect. If you 
don’t mend your ways your ‘Ram naam satya’ (chant associated with Hindu funerals) journey 
will begin” (The Indian Express 2020). Such explicitly anti-Muslim meta-commentary on 
the law and its intentions left little doubt about what its real purpose was, even if the law 
text itself communicated this purpose only by means of dog-whistle.

Despite its dog-whistle character, the fact that the law was first and foremost intended 
to prevent conversions away from Hinduism and to Islam does in fact come across in certain 
passages of the law text itself, albeit in veiled ways. For instance, Clause 3 determines that if 
a person reconverts to his/her “immediate previous religion”, this shall not be considered a 
conversion under law. On the one hand, this enables a quick and easy return of presumably 
Hindu converts to Islam back to the Hindu fold without going through the time-consuming 
and cumbersome bureaucratic process that the law otherwise makes mandatory for any 
religious conversion. On the other hand – and given the widely shared belief among 
Hindutva groups that all inhabitants of India were originally Hindus – it also, and more 
ominously, potentially provides a legal base for ghar wapsi, the sometimes-coercive Hindu 
nationalist strategy of reconverting or ‘returning home’ people to Hinduism. In other words, 
clause 3 enables Hindutva groups to argue that any conversion to Hinduism should de jure 
be considered “a reconversion to a person’s previous religion” and hence should be exempted 
entirely from the strict regulations and many hurdles that the law otherwise imposes on 
religious conversions. 

What the law also does is to create considerable scope for a range of actors to interfere 
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in, and potentially stop, inter-faith intimacies. For example, the list of persons that the law 
allows to lodge a first information report (FIR) in cases of suspected unlawful conversion 
includes not only the aggrieved person, but “any other person” related to them by blood, 
marriage, or adoption. The list of people who are thereby legally empowered to interfere 
in an interfaith marriage is thus very long indeed, and would include aunts, uncles, 
grandparents, siblings, and more. Similarly, the mandatory use of a number of “schedules” 
that are to be filled in and submitted to government authorities whenever a person seeks 
to change their religion – containing detailed information about the people involved in an 
act of conversion; their age, sex, occupation, income, kin, and residence; the date and time 
of conversion ceremonies; and so on – means that detailed information about impending 
conversions soon becomes public knowledge. The fact that one such schedule is to be posted 
on public noticeboards for weeks, and that the police is required to carry out in situ inquiries 
into any religious conversion, guarantees considerable public attention to, and awareness of 
conversions. This “politics of public notice” not only ensures exposure and disclosure, it also 
– as we discuss below – makes valuable information available to individuals and groups who 
want to challenge interfaith marriages. As such, the love jihad law reinforces the otherness of 
Islam and the purported threat it ostensibly poses to the Hindu nation. 

Curbing Muslim population growth: The Uttar Pradesh Population Control, Stabilization 
and Welfare Bill, 2021
Another piece of dog-whistle legislation that is yet to be passed into law is the Uttar Pradesh 
Population Control, Stabilization and Welfare Bill, 2021, released for public commentary 
in July 2021. This bill proposes to implement and promote a two-child norm to control 
and stabilise the population of Uttar Pradesh by means of a series of incentives and 
disincentives. Incentives offered to public servants adopting this norm through voluntary 
sterilisation include various increments, housing subsidies, loans, paternity periods, higher 
pension, free healthcare facilities, and more, with extra incentives offered to those who 
sterilise after the first child. Many of these incentives are also extended to the general 
public. Conversely, disincentives targeting those who break the two-child norm are grave 
and include debarring from government-sponsored welfare schemes, limits on ration cards, 
debarring from contesting local body elections, exclusion from applying for government 
jobs, and from promotion in government service, and an inability to receive “any kind of 
government subsidy”. People acting in breach of the two-child norm then, are not merely 
considered deviants from a state-sanctioned norm; they are also economically and politically 
disenfranchised: unable to access government welfare schemes, they are purged from the 
ambit of the state insofar as they cannot be elected to positions of political power (at the 
local level), nor can they try and build careers in government service.

As with the love jihad law, there is little explicit indication in the law text itself pointing 
to anti-Muslim underpinnings, apart from several mentions of “personal laws allowing 
polygamy” which could be interpreted as referring to Muslim personal law. Rather, the law 
text is framed in the secular language of welfare, sustainable development, and equitable 
distribution. But again, the broader socio-political context provides vital interpretative clues. 
The population control narrative in India has long had communal overtones, including 
under the current Modi-led BJP government. Modi himself has earlier openly mocked the 
Muslim community on this account, using the slogan hum paanch, hamare pachees (we 
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five, our 25) to suggest that a Muslim man ideally wants four wives and 25 children. This 
in contrast to the popular slogan “hum do hamare do” (we two, our two) that is upheld as 
the ideal for a modern and presumably patriotic Hindu family. Modi has also likened relief 
camps intended for Muslims to “baby producing centres” (Das 2017). Members of other 
Hindu nationalist organisations such as the Vishwa Hindu Parishad have for some time 
similarly demanded a two-child policy, claiming that India would otherwise soon become 
an “Islamic state” (Dash 2021). 

The introduction of the draft population control bill took place in this context. It 
was preceded by years of campaigning – both online and in the real world – by Hindu 
nationalist groups across north India demanding stricter population control. Facebook posts 
and WhatsApp groups were used to spread the conspiracy theory that Muslims would soon 
surpass the Hindu population unless strict measures were introduced. And organisations such 
as the Jansankhya Samadhan Foundation (Population Resolution Foundation) – a group 
tacitly endorsed by the RSS, and claiming to have held 150,000 protests and meetings on 
the theme, while also running more than 400 WhatsApp groups connecting 100,000 people 
– travelled across several states, rallying support for the cause (Purohit 2019). Tellingly, 
Adityanath himself, when presenting the bill, stressed that an important function of the law 
beyond limiting aggregate population growth was to maintain “a balance in the population 
of various communities”. In the case of the population control bill then, the secular, non-
discriminatory language of the law is in effect clearly a dog-whistle communication of 
promises of a swift redressal of the demographic anxieties of Hindu majoritarianism.

In combination, Uttar Pradesh’s love jihad law and population control bill are 
grounded in majoritarian demographic anxieties and their attendant imaginaries of 
dangerous otherness that are foundational to Hindu nationalist politics. But they also 
significantly operate at the intersubjective micro-scale of everyday social relations and 
intimacies. This is the domain of what Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer (1985) refer to 
as “moral regulation” in state formation. By this they stress how, among the many possible 
ways in which social life could be lived, “state activities more or less forcibly ‘encourage’ 
some, whilst suppressing, marginalizing, eroding, undermining others” (Corrigan and Sayer 
1985: 4). In other words, moral regulation renders specific ways of life natural in a way that 
is coextensive with a distinctive state form and the ‘moral ethos’ that justifies that state form. 
A key aspect of moral regulation, in turn, is the building of the construct of the nation as 
a site of “primary social identification and loyalty” (Corrigan and Sayer 1985: 4) against a 
foil of alien, dangerous others. While the primary object of Corrigan and Sayer’s analysis 
was the western bourgeois state, our reading of Uttar Pradesh’s dog-whistle legislation shows 
how it seeks to suppress, marginalise, erode, and undermine social intimacies that transcend 
the boundaries of religious communities by regulating who a person can or should marry, 
and how many children they can have. We argue that these forms of moral regulation are 
tied to the unfolding Hindu nationalist project of “merging the nation-state with the Hindu 
people-nation” (Chatterjee 2020: 109). 

Violence-enabling law-making
Whilst the impact of the population control bill has not yet been felt (as it remains a bill, 
not an act), in practice, the introduction of love jihad legislation in Uttar Pradesh has 
legitimised, and even mandated the intrusion of the state and third parties in the choice 
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of who an individual wishes to marry (Vishwanath 2020). In other words, it has enabled 
the state, via its apparatus of coercive power, to intervene in, and – quite literally – police 
intimate relations in the private sphere according to the precepts of Hindu nationalism (see 
also Sonkar 2022). This is evident from how the state police soon after the introduction of 
the ordinance began targeting interfaith couples, occasionally stopping wedding ceremonies, 
booking people under the anti-conversion law, and keeping some in judicial custody. The 
targets were almost exclusively young Muslim men but sometimes also their families (National 
Herald 2021). And yet, reported police interventions have been relatively few in number: 
two years after the law came into effect, only 291 cases had been registered and 597 people 
arrested (OpIndia 2022), but only one person convicted. These are small numbers, given 
Uttar Pradesh’s population of well over 200 million. This indicates that if we really want to 
understand the dynamics of contemporary Hindu nationalist statecraft on the ground, we 
need to appreciate how the public authority of the state works in tandem with a continued 
assertion of vigilante power. This has manifested particularly in the way in which the love 
jihad law has served as a potent tool of extra-legal moral regulation. In this sense, law-
making has been violence-enabling insofar as the law has become an effective weapon in the 
armoury of violent Hindu nationalist vigilante groups. These groups learn about interfaith 
couples through dense networks of local informers found in schools and colleges, or working 
in buses, coffee shops, gyms, hotels, courts, and coaching centres, scattered across villages, 
towns, and cities. Within these networks, marriage officials serve as important nodes as they 
possess vital information about interfaith marriages (Sharma and Khan 2021). Based on 
such information, vigilante gangs affiliated with various Hindu nationalist organisations 
have for years resorted to conducting demonstrations outside police stations demanding 
action against interfaith couples; or have sought to ‘educate’ parents of Hindu girls to check 
their daughters’ mobile phones for illicit liaisons with boys of other faiths. However, with the 
new love jihad legislation at their disposal, such groups can now more openly and assertively 
turn to police authorities to inform them about interfaith couples on the run, and demand 
surveillance of their mobile phones or other forms of police action. In other words, these 
groups are now able to align their activities more squarely with police intervention. As a 
Bajrang Dal leader in Uttar Pradesh told the reporter Ananya Bhardwaj (2020): “when a 
woman puts her foot outside her house without her father’s permission, the Bajrang Dal 
comes in the picture… Thanks to this law we can operate freely”. Another Bajrang Dal 
leader similarly told reporters Sharma and Khan (2021: 8) that with the new law in place 
“the work that the VHP and the Bajrang Dal workers used to do on [their] own … now has 
the full support of the police”. Hindutva groups are also known to exchange updates on the 
whereabouts of interfaith couples with the police (ibid.: 7) and actively use the new law to 
see to it that cases are registered against interfaith couples. Hindutva vigilante activism, then, 
currently works collusively, osmotically, and symbiotically with the coercive apparatus of the 
state (Jaffrelot 2021: 211-247) to enforce the majoritarian provisions of new legislation that 
is at the core of Hindu nationalist statecraft. Hindutva activism at the current conjuncture 
then, does not merely constitute a parallel state of sorts; it is co-constitutive of the vigilante 
state in Uttar Pradesh. 
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Karnataka: Foregrounding Christians
In recent years, Hindu nationalist politics in Hindutva’s southern laboratory of Karnataka 
has developed with at least one eye on the trajectory of Uttar Pradesh under Adityanath. For 
example, the now former BJP CM of Karnataka vowed to implement “the Yogi model” in his 
state, while other BJP ministers went further to suggest that Karnataka should “go five steps 
ahead of Uttar Pradesh” (Dhingra 2022). But while Hindu nationalist statecraft in Uttar 
Pradesh has largely foregrounded the Muslim as the quintessential Other, in Karnataka, 
Christianity has played a prominent role.3 Hindutva ideology has historically formulated 
and perpetuated a well-articulated notion of India’s Christians as ‘outsiders’ and ‘enemies’ 
who pose a demographic and cultural threat to the ‘Hindu’ nation. This is predicated on the 
idea that India’s Christians are linked to Western ‘Christian’ countries (notably the US and 
UK but also The Vatican) that fund ‘forced’ or ‘fraudulent’ conversion activities intending 
to transform India into a ‘Christian’ nation. Hence, in contrast to Muslims who Hindu 
nationalists believe seduce or force their converts, Christians supposedly entice converts 
with various forms of material aid. Such conversions create anxiety because they are viewed 
as targeting especially vulnerable or marginalised groups such as Dalits and tribals (as well 
as women) whom Hindutva ideology consider as part of the Hindu fold (Jenkins 2019). 
It is this perceived Christian threat to the Hindu nation that was written into state law in 
2021 with the passing of the Karnataka Right to Freedom of Religion Act.4 Thus, while the 
anti-conversion law introduced in Uttar Pradesh signalled a victory for the sangh parivar’s 
campaign against love jihad, in the case of Karnataka, the right to freedom of religion act can 
be seen as a victory for the campaign against “fraudulent conversions of vulnerable Hindus” 
to Christianity.

Combating “fraudulent conversions”: The Karnataka Right to Freedom of Religion Act, 
2021
The Karnataka Right to Freedom of Religion Act, 2021 is one among several initiatives by 
the BJP during its spell in power in the state from 2019 to 2023 which sought to regulate 
and limit the religious, social, and economic rights of Karnataka’s minorities.5 As we indicate 
below, in letter this act is strikingly similar to the love jihad law in Uttar Pradesh, with many 
sections being virtually identical. Its status as dog-whistle legislation is equally evident, most 
clearly in the name of the law itself, which speaks the liberal language of individual rights 
and freedoms, but which remains strikingly illiberal in contents. Yet while the letter of the 
two laws is thus virtually identical, their dog-whistles differ: while the coded message of 
Uttar Pradesh’s anti-conversion law was anti-Muslim and aimed at addressing a perceived 

3 The concept of “love jihad” in fact originated in Karnataka, coined by the Hindutva hardliner Pramod Muthalik 
(Frøystad 2021: 5-6) in 2005. Anxieties about love jihad remain prominent among Hindutva groups in the state 
and have also been closely connected to the 2021 act. In our discussion here, however, we focus largely on 
Christianity as Hindutva’s Other in the state. 
4 As this article was being finalised, a newly elected Congress government had just decided to repeal this law, but 
no action towards this end had yet been taken.
5 Others include the Karnataka Prevention of Slaughter and Preservation of Cattle Bill, 2020, which undermines 
the economic activities of Muslims and Dalits in the cattle economy (Ramdas 2020); and the so-called ‘Hijab 
Ban’ which prevents the wearing of headscarves in government colleges. There have also been calls to pass a 
population control bill, inspired by the UP legislation.
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‘Muslim threat’, the coded message of the law in Karnataka is anti-Christian and aimed 
at addressing the ‘Christian threat’, despite – in a dog-whistle manner – never explicitly 
mentioning Christianity. 

The origins of the law can be traced back to 2008 when the BJP first came to power 
in Karnataka. At the time, the Bajrang Dal called for the new government to pass an anti-
conversion law to curb what it termed “rampant conversion executed through foreign funds” 
(Indo-Asian News Service 2008; Sayeed 2008; Ataulia 2008). These calls then started being 
amplified by government officials following a significant spell of anti-Christian violence in 
2008 in coastal Karnataka when 28 incidents of violence against Christians and Churches 
were recorded within a month. The ruling BJP and the police were subsequently implicated 
by civil society and government reports for their both tacit and overt support for Hindutva 
vigilante groups who carried out the violence. 

The BJP government tried to blame the Christians for the violence, trivialising it as 
merely a “spontaneous response” by Hindus to hurt Hindu sentiments. The then Home 
Minister, Dr. VS Acharya argued that “the root cause [of violent conflict] is the illegal 
conversion” (Roche 2008), and that therefore a law was needed to check the Christian 
“threat” (Kumar 2008). A few days later, speaking to reporters after chairing a high-level 
meeting to review the violence, CM Yediyurappa said “the government has ordered a scrutiny 
of such accounts which receive foreign funds for conversion” (Press Trust of India 2008). 
The next year, Suresh Kumar, Minister of State for Law confirmed that the BJP was working 
on an anti-conversion bill because “poor and uneducated Hindus are becoming victims for 
the false propaganda against Hinduism [by Christians]” (Ekadshi 2009).

The fact that the BJP went on to prepare a draft legislation demonstrates its intent to 
bring such a law. However, the draft bill was never brought to the floor of the state legislature 
because of a political crisis that engulfed BJP at the time. Facing arrests over allegations of 
corruption, the Chief Ministership changed hands three times in a matter of two years. The 
BJP was eventually voted out of power in 2013 but promised to introduce the law when it 
returned (Bhuvaneshwari 2014). This happened in 2019, and the anti-conversion bill was 
introduced in 2021. The bill was based on a study of other states’ legislation, including that 
of Uttar Pradesh, and was originally promulgated as an Ordinance. Later it was passed in the 
Assembly and came into effect in September 2022. 

As in Uttar Pradesh, the law was accompanied by a running meta-commentary by BJP 
politicians communicating its real intent and purpose. For example, Tejasvi Surya, a BJP 
Member of Parliament, justified the bill by asserting that:

The Hindu has been taken from his mother religion. There is only one possible solution to 
address this. Those who have left for various socio, political, and economic reasons through 
the course of India’s history must be brought back to the Hindu faith […] A large number 
of Hindus have already converted, and the count is increasing. It is numerical strength that 
decides political power in a democracy (NDTV 2021).

In the months preceding the passing of the bill, several efforts were made by the state 
government to survey and collect data on “authorized and unauthorized” churches in 
Karnataka (Times Now News 2021), the main aim being to identify “unauthorized” people 
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involved in missionary work (The Indian Express 2021). None of these surveys documented 
any forced conversions, but the very fact that they were carried out and discussed in the media 
cemented the idea that Christian missionaries were operating nefariously and needed to be 
controlled. Simultaneously, there were at least 39 instances of anti-Christian violence from 
January to November 2021 (People’s Union for Civil Liberties 2021), placing Karnataka 
third in the list of states experiencing anti-Christian violence in 2021 (Henry 2021).

Despite no evidence emerging from the surveys conducted, the Karnataka legislation 
states that “in recent years the State has noticed many instances of conversion by means 
of ‘allurement’, ‘coercion’, ‘force’, ‘fraudulent means’ and ‘mass’ conversion” as they “cause 
disturbance to public order”. These are all terms that have historically been deployed by 
proponents of the Hindutva ideology to amplify the Christian threat. Importantly, the 
nebulous definitions of these phrases provide scope for a range of interpretations and 
therefore political manipulation. For example, the Christian metaphysical teaching of the 
afterlife can be construed by non-Christians as a form of ‘fraud’ or ‘misrepresentation,’ 
thereby rendering any conversion arising from missionary activities unlawful. The law can 
also be seen as targeting the significant network of Christian institutions which provide 
social services across the state. The term “allurement”, for example, is broadly defined and 
includes perceived incentives such as “employment, free education in school or college run 
by any religious body”. In other words, many charitable acts which are a fundamental part 
of Christianity (and Islam) can be framed as tactics of conversion (Kumar and Yadav 2022: 
5). In this context, Bangalore Archbishop Peter Machado commented: 

So, giving free education will also be a big problem. If I have to help a Dalit child, who can’t 
afford to pay the fees, I’ll have to fill a number of forms. I will have to explain why the child 
is being helped, and why I am offering free education. (Kaur 2022) 

This is doubly dangerous insofar as the law broadens the understanding of who the 
“converter” is to also include institutions which could face sanctions such as the withdrawal 
of state financial support if found to be transgressing the law. This means that the institution 
itself along with anyone who works there could be held liable under law.

Karnataka’s legislation also addresses Hindutva’s anxieties about vulnerable or 
marginalised Hindu groups being lured away from Hinduism by providing harsher penalties 
if the person being converted is from the Scheduled Castes or Tribes or is a woman or a child. 
This particular anxiety is related to the fact that Dalit and Adivasi Christians are estimated 
to comprise as much as 90 per cent of India’s Christian population.6 The provisions of the 
law – which also exist in the Uttar Pradesh law – impose imprisonment of up to 10 years and 
financial penalties up to INR 50,000 if the convert is a Dalit or Adivasi (or woman or child), 
as against 3 years and INR 25,000 respectively if the convert is not from a minoritised group. 

As in Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka’s law seeks to make conversions a public affair. It 
necessitates that a 30-day advance notice is given by the person wishing to convert to a 
competent government official who can ask for objections from the public and order a police 

6 Escaping the traps of the caste system appears to be a primary reason for the conversion of Dalits to Christianity 
(Cederlöf 1997; Clarke 2003; Roberts 2016), while for Adivasis the “alternate system of ethics” which Christianity 
provides has been the attraction (Hardiman 2002).
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investigation into the “genuine intention, purpose, and cause of the proposed conversion”. 
Notably, the “converter” must also give a 60-day advance notice with full details of the 
ceremony. Some legal experts have likened this to a modality of “tyranny by procedure” 
that undermines a person’s privacy, grounded in the notion of the autonomy, dignity, and 
liberty of an individual (Manoj and Erinjingat 2022). Yet as the case of Uttar Pradesh above 
illustrates, the use of mandatory schedules and forms also enables more direct forms of extra-
legal violent tyranny. 

The legislation also widens the scope of who can report a “conversion” providing that 
“parents, brother, sister or any other person who is related to him by blood, marriage or 
adoption or in any form associated or colleague” can lodge a complaint. In this way, and 
similar to that in Uttar Pradesh, the law effectively invites, encourages, and supports the 
work of Hindutva-aligned groups and their work of enforcing boundaries between religious 
communities. As a lawyer-activist shared with one of the authors: 

In a majority of cases we see now, it is not the person who is affected, not the individual 
saying, “I am being converted” who goes to the police. It is someone from the political end or 
the Sangh Parivar who are pointing fingers at pastors and others. Very rarely is the complaint 
being filed by the victim. 

As in Uttar Pradesh, the law also boosts the ghar wapsi efforts of Hindutva-aligned 
organisations to force or entice Christians (and Muslims) to return to the Hindu faith. 
Known since the late nineteenth century, ghar wapsi has gained popularity with the political 
and social ascendance of the Hindutva movement since the early 2000s (Katju 2015; 
Vandevelde 2011). Particularly vital for Muslim and Christian Dalits is that the law provides 
that on reconversion to Hinduism these groups will be able to enjoy the affirmative action 
policies and greater legal protections which Muslim and Christian Dalits are not entitled to. 
This provides a further incentive for ghar wapsi activists in their efforts to ‘reconvert’ Dalit 
Christians to Hinduism.

Law-enabling violence
As in Uttar Pradesh, the number of cases registered under the anti-conversion law is very 
limited: during the first seven months of its existence only nine cases were registered, with 
none of them leading to an actual conviction (Joshi 2022). While the violence-enabling 
potential of the law thus remained a distinct prospect, what stands out in the case of 
Karnataka is the wave of law-enabling violence that preceded the law itself. As mentioned, 
the 10-month period preceding the passing of the anti-conversion law saw many instances 
of direct violence against Christian communities. Based on interviews with victims of this 
violence, the People’s Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL), a prominent civil society group, 
uncovered a consistent pattern. First, local leaders of Hindutva groups such as the Bajrang 
Dal and Vishwa Hindu Parishad would organise a mob, collect saffron flags, and identify 
buildings where Sunday worship would take place. The mob would then call the local 
police in advance to inform them of the impending attack. On the day of worship, the 
mob would forcefully enter places of worship, verbally abuse the pastor and accuse them of 
forcibly converting Hindus. They would use casteist slurs and attack worshippers (women 
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in particular) with their bare hands, or with rods and sticks. The police would then arrive 
shortly after and would use abusive language against the worshippers. Instead of arresting 
the attackers, the police would arrest only pastors and worshippers, charging them under 
various sections of the Indian Penal Code, typically section 295A (“deliberate and malicious 
acts, intended to outrage religious feelings of any class by insulting its religion or religious 
beliefs”) or 298 (“uttering, words, etc., with deliberate intent to wound the religious feelings 
of any person”). The entire incident would be recorded by a member of the vigilante group 
and subsequently shared on social media and hailed as a “victory against Christian forces”.7 

One such incident took place in Ramnagara, around 50 km from the state capital 
of Bangalore, in January 2021. Here, worship was taking place in a rented house used 
as a prayer hall for 60 Christians. During worship, a group of six Hindutva activists had 
entered and started verbally assaulting and beating up the pastor and worshippers. The 
pastor was dragged outside and violently attacked, and his 14-year-old daughter severely 
beaten and kicked. While the worshippers were successful in filing a First Information 
Report (FIR) against their attackers, the latter were allowed to file counter-FIRs against the 
worshippers under section 295A. In a comparable incident in November, a prayer gathering 
in Tilakwadi, Belgaum, was disrupted by an aggressive mob composed of activists belonging 
to several Hindutva groups who had entered the venue and demanded that the pastors stop 
“converting Hindus into Christianity”. In conformity with the modus operandi identified 
by the PUCL, the police were present at the spot but did not intervene, nor did they arrest 
any of the attackers. Instead, they booked the four pastors who led the prayer meeting 
(Shantha 2021).

In tandem with this, the police in parts of the state had begun issuing warnings to 
Christian communities against gathering at rented spaces for prayers. According to Shantha 
(2021), over two dozen pastors and community leaders had been summoned by the police 
in northern Karnataka and asked to not rent any space for prayers. This led one church, the 
Harvest Church, to stop gathering physically altogether, instead moving prayer online. By 
Christmas time 2021, violent confrontations, ritual beatings, and sudden threats had come 
to define the context in which Christian prayer meetings were organised, with police and 
political support to bolster such attacks.

As we can discern, Hindutva vigilante groups in Karnataka have played two key roles. 
First, they have operated as conventional “fire tenders” (Brass 2003) who keep communal 
issues alive in the public domain, ready to ignite communal sensitivities at the opportune 
time. More importantly for our purposes however, their violent actions against Christians 
in the name of outrage and hurt Hindu pride can be seen as assertions of the moral right 
of popular power to dictate law-making (see also Hansen 2021). Such violence elevates and 
aggravates the sense of a ‘Christian threat’, generates a popular impression of far-reaching 
unlawful conversions, and ultimately creates the social foundations and moral legitimacy for 
an anti-conversion law. In this sense, vigilante violence has been law-enabling, generating 
political momentum for new laws to be introduced – laws which, in turn, constitute an 
enabling framework for further vigilante violence.

7 The report also points to the indirect role of the local media in supporting vigilante violence. While the 
Kannada media coverage is a “mix of specious arguments, misleading statements, outright falsehoods, one-sided 
reporting”, its coverage of anti-Christian violence is in turn “sensationalist in nature, often deploying the device 
of ‘sting operations’ as if someone had been caught doing something illegal” (People's Union for Civil Liberties 
2021: 51-52).
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Conclusion
Since 2014, India’s incumbent BJP-government has made effective use of its unprecedented 
hold on state power to advance the majoritarian project of Hindu nationalism. In this 
article, we have proposed an analysis of this process as Hindu nationalist statecraft, focusing 
on how the entangled power of law and power of violence constitutes a key modality for 
advancing such statecraft. In the domain of law-making, Hindu nationalist ideology is 
increasingly being written into law through a series of acts introduced to regulate inter-
faith relationships, stop religious conversions, and limit population growth. Crucially, while 
such laws speak the secular and liberal language of individual rights and freedoms, and of 
welfare, sustainability, and equity, we have made the case for analysing them as dog-whistle 
legislations. We have argued that dog-whistle legislation is, in fact, a key modality of Hindu 
nationalist statecraft that relies on coded ethno-religious and communal language, rooted in 
demographic anxieties among Hindu nationalists and hostility towards ‘dangerous others’. 
The superficial disconnect of these laws from any overt language of religious communalism 
and Hindu majoritarianism serves multiple purposes. It makes it difficult to strike them 
down as unconstitutional; it also enables the powerful communication – audible to those 
interested or capable of listening in the proper register – of the political message that 
‘threatening non-Hindus’ are not equal citizens; and not least, it seeks to produce and lock 
‘communal loyalty’ among Hindus into law as a foundation of the state and citizenship. 

We have also mapped the imbrication of law and violence to show how law-making as a 
modality of Hindu nationalist statecraft both enables, and is enabled by extra-legal violence 
perpetrated on Hindutva’s dangerous others. This entanglement of law and collective 
violence in Hindu nationalist statecraft – that is, the simultaneous mobilisation of consent 
and coercion across the analytical divide between civil and political society to build a Hindu 
nation – works to redefine both state and society in a distinctively majoritarian direction. 
It also reveals something significant about the current conjuncture in the Indian republic. 
In contrast to many other authoritarian populist regimes, the Modi regime represents more 
than an electoral mandate. It represents the culmination of a much deeper historical process 
of Hindu nationalist organising and mobilising in Indian society, driven by a movement 
that has now, with the consolidation of Modi’s BJP, extended the compass of its hegemonic 
power from civil society to the state.
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Introduction
When Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, one of the first 
places that Russian troops occupied was, strangely enough, the former nuclear plant of 
Chernobyl. It might have been a coincidence with hardly any military significance; the place 
of the world’s worst nuclear accident happened to be on the route when Russian troops 
advanced from Belarus toward the Ukrainian capital. The incident was however, widely 
reported and commented around the world – as well as in Ukraine. There might have been 
a very real risk of radiation exposure involved, but it also seemed to have a kind of symbolic 
significance. What was that about?

First, it is not distinctly odd that the Russian occupation of Chernobyl, though a 
rather small detail in the terrifying war scenario, made headlines internationally. After all, 
as a metonym of man-made disasters, the name Chernobyl might have been more familiar 
than the name of the country in which it is nowadays located. The 1986 nuclear disaster 
is primarily associated with the Soviet Union, a political entity no longer existing, and 
before the occupation many people in Europe and elsewhere would probably have been 
rather hesitant to point out the exact location of the ruined nuclear plant on a current 
map. Furthermore, the conjuncture of an evil being perpetrated presently, and a historical 
disaster somehow accentuated the profoundness of the situation. The Chernobyl nuclear 
disaster had threatened to desolate large parts of Europe, were we now facing a risk of the 
same magnitude? 

Second, and more importantly in this context, I suggest that Chernobyl, as a residue 
of the former Soviet Union, has a particular meaning within Ukraine. I will argue that it 
symbolises the intricate role that Russia has as ‘the other’ of Ukraine’s national imaginary. The 
danger that threatens Ukraine is in a sense also concealed within the history of the country. 
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This essay does however, only start and end with Chernobyl. In between, I will reflect on 
several other instances of symbolic communication taking place in the shadow of violent 
threats from a dangerous other. The article should be read as some afterthoughts – presented 
in an essayistic style – from a research project that was completed just before the full-scale 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. It builds mainly on material from intermittent fieldwork among 
PR consultants and government officials in Ukraine, with a particular interest in meaning 
management. The theme that conjoins rather scattered impressions is centred around the 
colonial legacy in a country at war and my reflections involve both a revolution and a song 
contest. The war that escalated in a dramatic manner, has indeed provoked rethinking of 
ethnographic experiences that have been dealt with in more stringent research publications 
previously (see also Bolin and Ståhlberg 2022b, 2023a). Let me explain. 

I have been visiting Kiev regularly for the past decade, two-three trips a year, usually a 
couple of weeks each time. The purpose has been to conduct interviews and collect material 
for a couple of research projects. The last one was about Ukrainian communication efforts 
during the drawn out war preceding the Russian full-scale invasion (Bolin and Ståhlberg 
2023b).1 The research team, consisting of scholars of media studies, history, journalism, and 
anthropology (me), have largely focused on people, organisations, and authorities that were 
managing information about the conflict for the benefit of an international audience.2 Our 
informants were trying to respond to what they perceived as powerful Russian propaganda 
and promote the ‘Ukrainian perspective’ during the low scale war situation.

However, our first visits were conducted as early as in 2013, before the Euromaidan 
revolt, when no war with Russia was going on. At that time the research team aimed to 
study Ukrainian information management in a rather ‘banal’ form. We were interested in 
the phenomenon of nation branding, which we understood as “the practice of governments, 
PR consultants, media organizations, and corporate business to promote a specific image 
of a particular nation-state” (Ståhlberg and Bolin 2016: 274). The branding of countries 
was at the time frequently appearing in the form of commercials on international television 
channels, or as advertisements on billboards, in the press, and on the web. Usually, these 
campaigns were directed toward a foreign audience of tourists, investors, and political elites. 
There was also a growing field of research into this widespread phenomenon of marketing 
‘nations’ around the world (See Aronszyk 2013; Kaneva 2012). What had caught our 
curiosity was the blurring of lines between imaginaries of nations as communities and 
commodities, in branding practice, as well as theoretically within the research field (Bolin 
and Ståhlberg 2010; Ståhlberg and Bolin 2016). The reason why we had chosen to pay 
attention to Ukraine was not that this was a particularly successful case of promoting a 
country for foreign audiences; in fact, it was quite the opposite. While several post-
communist European states had been very visible in campaigns aiming to refashion their 
image and to dissociate themselves from a grey Soviet past, Ukraine seemed to be notably 
absent in this context. Furthermore, the country was rarely mentioned in the growing field 
of research around national imaginaries in the contemporary world, despite being a major 
case in the history of nationalism (Armstrong 1963).

1 Some passages in the text build on our analysis in previous publication, particularly Bolin and Ståhlberg (2015; 
2023a) and Ståhlberg and Bolin (2016).
2 The research team consisted of Göran Bolin, Paul Jordan, Per Ståhlberg, Liudmila Voronova and Yuliya Yurchuk. 
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The idea of Ukraine
Thus, our initial intention was to understand why Ukraine seemed to be a deviant state 
among its East European neighbours. In Kyiv we met government servants and branding 
professionals who explained to us that they had indeed tried to rebrand Ukraine in several 
campaigns, though rarely successful and usually not with long lasting effects. The country 
had also missed several opportunities to make itself more visible – for example a colour 
revolution (in the Orange Revolution 2004) and the hosting of large European sports and 
cultural events (Eurovision Song Contest 2005 and the European Soccer Championship 
2012) – and seemed to remain in obscurity. The reason that was mentioned by many, 
was that all branding efforts had been very uncoordinated, but also that Ukraine was a 
tricky case because it was so heterogenous with many coexisting ethnicities, languages, 
and religious denominations. And it had a confused history, having been dominated by 
several large empires and with only a brief experience as an independent state (though for 
a long time striving for this)3. The idea of Ukraine as a nation was vague, both abroad and 
within the country, claimed the people who we talked to in the government as well as in the 
promotion business. 

Admittedly, there were concerns about the problem of having a huge neighbouring 
state in the east, that seemed to consider present day Ukraine as a historical aberration 
and Ukrainians as second-class Russians (In Russian historiography, the Kiev Rus is often 
regarded as an ancient preform of the Muscovite Rus). There was even an irksome name 
for that, inherited from Tsarist Russia and upheld during Soviet times: Ukraine was known 
as Little Russia (Kuzio 1998). Still, few people who we met at that point of time were 
insistent on clear distinctions among peoples, neither between those belonging to bordering 
states nor domestically, dividing citizens of Ukraine. For example, we should not be under 
the impression that language was a marker of national identity; our informants explained 
that most people in Kiev spoke Russian, but it had nothing to do with ethnicity. And 
in all parts of the country, speakers of Ukrainian could easily switch to Russian. Ukraine 
was not like the Baltic countries, with Russian minorities speaking Russian, and a majority 
population speaking the national language (cf. Kulyk 2016). Furthermore, we were told that 
a Ukrainian had very similar cultural competence as a Russian. People of the two countries 
consumed much the same books, music, films and tv-programs. 

In the last efforts to create a Ukrainian brand image, this blurring of lines was even 
declared an asset. A PR company in Kyiv had, on commission from the ministry of tourism, 
created a new design for promoting the country. Just a month before the Euromaidan revolt 
started in late 2013, the company presented an idea with Ukraine defined by cohabitating 
differences. Ukraine was both East and West, traditional and modern, Orthodox and Catholic 
Christian, and so on. In logo designs this idea was cleverly expressed graphically with the 
letter “U” (for Ukraine). Each font-height represented binary opposites, but joined together 
forming a smile. This kind of vagueness concerning the ‘we’ of the Ukrainian imaginary also 
had its counterpart in a non-distinct contrast. In our discussion with informants, Russia was 
always a point of reference at that time, and in several ways a problem, but rarely explicitly 
conceptualised as the adversary. After all, Russian language, history, and culture were not 

3 In the aftermath of the First World War there were attempts in parts of the Ukrainian region to build an 
independent state in 1917-1921. Full independency was gained in 1991.
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situated in a distant ‘other’, it was all familiar to ‘us.’
Less than ten years later, this vagueness regarding Ukraine is completely gone. No 

PR-skilled professional is needed to remind the world that the country exists, or where it 
is located, or what the name of its capital is. Furthermore, the Russian army launched its 
full-scale attack on people who seem to be far away from uncertainty about their national 
belonging, and who are willing to fight to defend it. Of course, there exists no doubt as 
to who ‘the other’ is. The idea about cohabitating differences seems to have vanished and 
heterogeneity is hardly upheld as an asset in the current war context. All traits of Little 
Russia are actively discouraged (see The Guardian 2022).

The transformation
Today, Ukraine is apparently a nation with a strong collective identity, that is defending 
itself against the enemy’s assault. The transformation is remarkable. PR professionals who 
we first met in Kyiv a decade ago, were pragmatic constructivists in their approach to 
the nation. Ukraine was an object of desktop work, an entity that could be designed and 
promoted with creative skills. Today, the same people would obviously die for their country. 
They have become patriots with an almost essentialist conviction that Ukraine is eternal. 
In the current war with Russia, nothing but victory is thinkable. The nationalist motto 
Slava Ukraini (Glory to Ukraine) has replaced branding slogans like Diverse Ukraine Now. 
Moreover, Ukrainian politicians, professionals, and scholars who we have befriended during 
the past decade, and kept contact with on social media, are not only taking a patriotic stance 
toward the aggressive state that has launched a war on their country, they are often also 
expressing an inexorable hostility towards ‘Russians’ in general. It is not Putin or Kremlin 
that is making war on Ukraine. It is the Russians. People are referring, of course, to surveys 
showing that the Putin regime indeed has popular support in Russia, including even after 
the war started. Furthermore, well known Ukrainian artists, writers, and intellectuals are 
denouncing Russian film, literature, and music. Often, they have refused taking part in any 
dialogue, even with their liberal (read: Putin critical) Russian counterparts. As the Ukrainian 
minister of culture claimed in an opinion article in Guardian: “This war is a civilizational 
battle over culture and history” (Tkachenko 2022). 

This amazing shift of attitude did however, not institute itself overnight with the 
Russian invasion of 2022. The change had already commenced eight years earlier. It started 
in the context of the Euromaidan Revolution in the winter of 2013-14 and continued with 
the Russian annexation of Crimea as well as the Russian supported insurgency in Donbas, 
that followed soon after. It was easy to note that the idea of Ukraine was growing into a 
more robust ‘we’-shape among people that we met in Kyiv, and that the ‘Russians’ were 
increasingly being conceptualised as ‘the others’. We could witness its concrete manifestation. 
Several people from the commercial PR business became engaged in the conflict with 
Russia, producing texts, images, and films promoting “the Ukrainian perspective”. Of 
course, they did this equipped with the skills from their professions, but also, as we soon 
understood, with genuine engagement. In some cases, PR professionals were even founders 
of voluntary (not for profit) organisations contributing to functions that a weak state could 
not handle or afford.

One example was a press information center that was rapidly formed after the 
Euromaidan revolution. Foreign journalists who flew into Kyiv to report on the dramatic 
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events during the Spring of 2014 needed to be informed on the current situation. Thus, 
daily press briefings by the army spokesperson, Colonel Lysenko, were held at 1 p.m. every 
day in Hotel Ukraine, conveniently located at the well-known Euromaidan square. The 
hotel had already been prominently displayed around the world as film footage captured 
those turbulent months of street protests and fights. Bullet holes in the façade testified 
to the presence of snipers shooting at nearby protesters. At this facility, foreign reporters 
could now get assistance with information about Ukrainian losses and gains, contacts, 
translations, and practical arrangements needed for covering the war in Donbas. However, 
the press information center was not run by government authorities, as would be expected 
in a war, but by an NGO established by PR professionals, who had hitherto often worked 
with nation branding. Rather soon, the organisation expanded its mission, offering not only 
press center facilities but also initiating projects for monitoring Russian-origin propaganda 
and producing its own content in texts, videos, posters, analyses, and reports about the war. 
One could say that they continued producing images of Ukraine, but in a very different 
context from their usual and earlier work.4

Previously, these PR professionals had been constructing imaginaries of the nation 
in a rather prosaic form; basically they were advertising Ukraine as a commodity on a 
global market. Now, during the hot situation of low-scale war, their engagement turned 
towards imaginaries of Ukraine as a threatened national community. Michael Billig’s (1995) 
distinction between hot and banal nationalism might be helpful here. “Banal nationalism” 
describes the routine, everyday practices that symbolically reproduce the idea of a nation, but 
which hardly create much exaltation. “Hot nationalism” occurs during extreme situations 
when a society is threatened. In times of war, national sentiments grow. It is hardly surprising 
that Ukraine has become a rather contemporary schoolbook example of a situation in which 
hot nationalism emerges.5

Our vantage point of studying a professional elite in Kyiv might not be entirely 
representative of how common people have changed their perceptions of Russia during these 
years of war. However, sociologists who have surveyed Ukrainian attitudes towards Russia 
might have more general clues. For example, a Kyiv based institute claims that between 80 
and 90 per cent of Ukrainians had ‘good’ attitudes toward Russia before 2013. When the 
war started in 2014, that figure halved, and after the full-scale attack in 2022, only a tiny 2 
per cent of the surveyed population had ‘good’ attitudes toward Russia (Hrushetskyi 2022). 
As the Kyiv institute also admits, these kinds of surveys are very difficult to conduct during 
times of war, when large parts of the population have become refugees. It is easy to doubt 
its results in terms of precise numbers. Still, the tendency that Ukrainian attitudes toward 
Russia have changed dramatically during the last decade of war, seems rather obvious. 
More interesting perhaps, is that the survey shows how attitudes have changed through two 
giant leaps. First, the Euromaidan Revolution halved the sympathies of Ukrainians toward 
Russia; still, about half of the population continued to nurse ‘good’ attitudes toward their 
eastern neighbours. It was not until the full-scale invasion that almost all sympathies with 
‘Russia’ were gone. 

What is interesting is not so much the hegemonic patriotism and strong anti-Russian 

4 The name of the NGO is Ukraine Crises Media Center and it is still active. See https://uacrisis.org/en/
5 For a further discussion about distinctions between forms of national imaginaries, see Ståhlberg and Bolin 
(2016).
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sentiments that have emerged after the 24 February 2022 attack. It is rather the first leap 
of attitude change, in the years between the Euromaidan revolution and the full-scale 
invasion, that is intriguing. This was also the time during which the research team regularly 
visited Kyiv and often noticed how the discourse about Ukraine, Russia, and their relations 
gradually transformed. 

One should remember that the Euromaidan Revolution of 2013-14 was not initially 
an anti-Russian revolt. As indicated by the name, it rather started as a pro-Europe 
manifestation. The Ukrainian government had negotiated an association agreement with 
the EU, which would bring the country closer to the rest of Europe. Since it also included a 
trade agreement, it was hoped that it would also bring higher living standards to a stagnated 
post-Soviet society, marked by a strong oligarchic structure and high levels of corruption. 
In early 2013, we consistently encountered great prospects among business professionals 
and politicians whom we interviewed. They talked about the radical change and the new 
opportunities that would come. Foreign investment would intensify; the tourist flow was 
expected to double in five years; and several international sports events would be organised 
(Ståhlberg and Bolin 2016: 277f ). A high ranking official at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
told us in October 2013: 

European integration is associated with progress, associated with developing the right way. 
It’s a great impetus for self-esteem, self-respect […]. Today you can feel psychologically that 
no-one is satisfied where we are, or those who feel degraded, like we are moving back to the 
Soviet Union.  

Then suddenly, in November 2013, Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych backed out 
from signing the Association Agreement with the European Union. Instead, he opted for 
closer trade arrangements with Russia. Apparently, it came as a surprise even to the people 
within the government, whom we had interviewed. The aspirations and hopes of many 
seemed to be crushed. People started to gather at the Independence square in Kyiv, to 
express their discontent with the regime. The manifestations were initially peaceful but were 
violently suppressed by the police. The conflict between protesters and police special forces 
escalated, leaving a death toll of over one hundred civilians (Orlova 2016). Eventually this 
also led to President Yanukovych being ousted and escaping to Russia. 

The intimate enemy
Several months later after the revolt was over and the regime had changed, remnants of the 
violent clashes between the protesters and the police were still to be found on the Maidan 
and neighbouring roads. We had followed the Euromaidan revolution from Stockholm 
(the events were live streamed on internet by several newly established media platforms) 
but returned to Kyiv in May 2014 and walked among the burnt-out vehicles and debris 
from the barricades. Military tents had been erected, and the remaining revolutionaries 
in tattered uniforms were watching over the space. Along Kreshchatyk, the main street of 
Kyiv, entrepreneurial people were selling revolution merchandise, such as toilet paper and 
doormats printed with the faces of Vladimir Putin and Viktor Yanukovych. The square 
and the adjoining streets looked like an open-air theme park of a violent revolution, but 
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temporary memorials with flowers and pictures of fallen heroes reminded visitors that this 
had been real. Later, the people killed during the fights were honoured as the Heavenly 
Hundred; the revolt itself was renamed as The Revolution of Dignity (Bolin and Ståhlberg 
2023b: 19-23, 2022a; Orlova 2016).

In the aftermath of the revolution, Russia had already in February annexed Crimea 
and during spring backed (or even instigated) a militant insurgency in Donbas. Ukraine 
was now fighting a war in the eastern parts of the country. Russia was unquestionably the 
enemy. Strangely enough, life in Kyiv, only some 600 kilometres from the war front, went 
on almost as usual. The debris on the Independence square, reminding of the troublesome 
situation, were eventually removed. Apart from that colonel holding daily press briefings at 
1 p.m. in Hotel Ukraine (later relocated to Ukrainian House, also close to the Maidan), we 
experienced very few military activities when visiting Kyiv through the years of its low scale 
war. Even security at government ministries remained remarkably relaxed. No one seemed to 
be suspicious about those foreigners who walked in unannounced and asked for an interview 
with a state official.  

Neither did we see or hear many dissident voices, critical about the revolution. Though 
the people we met often talked about those Ukrainians that had been, or still were, loyal 
to the fallen regime and ‘duped’ by Russian propaganda, they were remarkably invisible. 
We never witnessed any confrontations between Ukrainian patriots and Russian loyalists 
on the streets of Kyiv. Among professionals, activists in voluntary organisations, and other 
citizens of Kyiv who we met, no one seemed to take a pro-Russian standpoint. Not even 
people who claimed that they were ethnic Russians, hesitated to, or withdrew from their 
support, of the revolution. The enemy seemed to be far away, and the domestic non-patriots 
were nowhere to be seen. The only times that we noticed some suspicion, were when some 
of our acquaintances occasionally pointed towards a car with plates showing that the driver 
belonged to Donetsk or Luhansk, places in which people were regarded as particularly 
vulnerable to Russian propaganda (see Gentile 2015). 

Still, the ‘the Russians’ had a ghostly presence, poisoning almost every subject at hand 
– from politics and crime, to culture and history. This ‘presence’ of the enemy was of course 
very real, in the sense of an imminent threat of violence from a potent military aggressor. 
But the genuine danger was also tainted by a kind of cultural familiarity with ‘the Russians’, 
which strangely enough made the enemy less frightening. People who we spoke to in Kyiv 
during those perilous times could explain that the problem was that the rest of the world did 
not comprehend Putin. Ukrainians however, were not afraid because they did understand 
Russia very well.

In a completely different historical and geographical context, Ashis Nandy (1983) 
has theorised “the intimate enemy” as a prominent feature of colonialism. He argues that 
colonialism has two forms, the first is the violent conquering of territory and bodies, the 
second is a colonisation of minds. Writing on colonial India, he claims that “the modern 
West” became a psychological category, impregnating everything and structuring colonised 
minds. In this form it also survived the demise of empires. It is however, a legacy of colonialism 
that eventually strikes back. The freedom struggle in India was almost exclusively led by 
men with thorough British education, fluent in English and often with very Anglophone 
manners (Khilnani 1997). The colonisation of minds turned out to be an asset, as much as 
an obstacle. “Let us not forget”, writes Nandy, “that the most violent denunciation of the 
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West produced by Frantz Fanon is written in the elegant style of a Jean-Paul Sartre” (Nandy 
1983: xii). Thus, the intimacy with colonial culture becomes a powerful resource in the fight 
against colonialism. 

Nandy’s prime example is of course Gandhi whose success in fighting the British relied 
heavily on his close knowledge of the enemy. “After all, Gandhi himself said that he had 
borrowed his idea of non-violence not from the sacred texts of India but from the Sermon 
on the Mount” (ibid.: 51). Importantly, this ability is internal to the colonised mind and, 
as Nandy formulates the colonial legacy, “India does incorporate the West” (ibid.: 75). 
Neither Gandhi nor Fanon tried to be perfectly non-colonial in their thinking – that would 
have been an impossible burden, restricting their mode of acting. Their response towards 
colonialism had to be shaped by what it responded to. Furthermore, the intimacy with the 
enemy has double advantages. You can comprehend the antagonist but also respond and act 
in a manner that the adversary understands. Colonialism of the mind “includes codes that 
both the rulers and the ruled can share” (ibid.: 2).

Ukraine and Russia have a relation that one may say is structured by a colonial legacy 
(see Törnquist-Plewa and Yurchuk 2019).6 From this perspective Russia is the former 
colonial power which now with military means, wants to restore a lost political domination 
and incorporate Ukraine using its military might. However, thinking in line with Ashis 
Nandy, the second form of colonialism, the “colonization of the mind”, still prevails. In this 
sense, the Russian mode of thinking is already incorporated in Ukraine. This is “the intimate 
enemy” that could very well be a resource in the fight against the aggressor.

Other scholars have theorised the sometimes-close understanding that exists between 
violent adversaries. Arjun Appadurai (1996:155) argues that the most horrible violence in the 
contemporary world seems to occur “between actors who know, or thought they knew, one 
another.” In a world in which large-scale identities are increasingly created and transformed 
by modern states, enemies might be intimate though categories may be uncertain, and 
relations distorted. Thus, Appadurai claims, violence is often linked to a sense of treachery. 
To know the enemy is therefore also a means to reveal betrayal.

Nils Bubandt (2009) argues, further on, that cultural intimacy makes it possible for 
adversaries to see things “from the enemy’s point of view.” This requires a form of “hostile 
empathy”, distinct from how empathy is usually understood as a base for social cohesion, 
altruism, or a capacity for sympathy. Bubandt claims that “hostile empathy” may be 
employed to deceive or fool the enemy. When sharing cultural codes with your adversary, 
you may for example construct “truthful fakes” or mischievous messages. You may also be 
caught up in a rather intricate battle of meaning management.

The song contest
One such occasion, when it became increasingly clear that Russians and Ukrainians were 
rather close enemies took place some years after the Euromaidan revolution. Furthermore, it 
evolved around an event which is usually not connected to violent aggression between states; 
rather the opposite. Eurovision Song Contest (ESC) is one of the world’s largest events of 
‘light’ TV-entertainment. It does sometimes have political dimensions but rarely on the 

6 To apply a postcolonial perspective on Ukraine-Russian relations is of course not undisputed. Törnquist-Plewa 
and Yurchuk (2019) summarise the discussion. 
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same scale as when Ukraine hosted the event in Kyiv during the first two weeks of May 
2017. This time Eurovision was arranged during a state of war, both in the sense of a military 
conflict in the eastern part of the country, and in the middle of an information war between 
Ukraine and Russia. The song contest came to be utilised by both sides of the conflict, not 
always in a way that was obvious to understand for anyone except the two enemies. Not 
least, the presence of the Russians was felt, despite their physical absence during the contest 
in Kyiv. This is, of course, only one of many situations when Ukraine and Russia clashed on 
various ‘banal’ issues during the years that preceded the full-scale invasion of 2022. But I 
believe it deserves some closer attention.

However, the origins of it lay in the year before the contest was arranged in Kyiv; in 
the preceding year, 2016, the ESC final took place in Stockholm and the Ukrainian singer 
Susana Jamaladinova, with the artist name Jamala, entered the stage as act number 21. 
Dressed in a dark blue gown and with a haunted expression in her voice and on her face, she 
started to sing: “When strangers are coming, they come to your house. They kill you all and 
say: We are not guilty, not guilty”. When the jury and the viewers had cast their vote, the 
Ukrainian song ended up as the winner, much to the surprise of ESC-expertise. 

Jamala is an ethnic Tatar from Crimea. The song was titled ‘1944’ referring to the 
year when Crimean Tatars was deported to Siberia by Josef Stalin. However, it was not 
far-fetched to understand the lyrics as also referring to the Russian annexation of Crimea 
two years earlier. Russia had of course, reacted with allegations that the song violated ESC’s 
non-political policy which stated that “[n]o lyrics, speeches, gestures of a political or similar 
nature shall be permitted during the ESC” (https://eurovision.tv/about/rules). The European 
Broadcasting Union (EBU) had however, reviewed the song and allowed it to contest. 

The Ukrainian artist did not just beat the anticipated favourite, the Russian artist 
Sergei Lazarev, but also ensured that the following year’s Eurovision would be held in 
Ukraine. Russian authorities and public commentators apparently did not take this lightly. 
According to reports in European mass media, Russian officials were annoyed, dismissing 
the Ukrainian victory as unfair, illegitimate, and forming part of a general demonisation of 
Russia. The state controlled Russian TV channel RT (broadcasting in English) ran a story 
titled “Eurovision Song Contest funded by TV license fee system that criminalizes poor 
people” (The Telegraph. 2016).

For Ukraine, this was also a victory whose importance extended far beyond the sphere 
of popular TV-entertainment. When Jamala returned to Kyiv in triumph, she was welcomed 
by the president Petro Poroshenko who presented her with an award as Honorary Artist 
of Ukraine, assuring that her victory would contribute to the quicker return of Crimea to 
Ukraine. “Virtually, the entire world has risen in support of Ukraine”, said the president 
according to news reports (for example, Kyiv Post, May 16, 2016). It was clear that ESC, 
this mega event of light entertainment, had become part of an ‘information war’. This role 
would continue throughout the year leading up to the 2017 ESC final.

Importantly, this was not the first time that Ukraine hosted the Eurovision Song 
Contest. The singer Ruslana won the competition in 2004 with her song Wild Dances, 
thus the following year the event was arranged in Kyiv for the first time. That arrangement 
coincided with another crucial event in Ukraine: the political protests that eventually 
overthrew a government, an experience that came to be known as The Orange Revolution. 
When ESC was hosted in Kyiv at that time, the new government was also eager to use the 
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event to make a political statement about its break from a previously Russia-friendly stance 
and regime (Jordan 2015). In a sense the song contest formed a part of that revolution as 
well as political events that were to come. The former ESC-winner Ruslana became actively 
involved also in the Maidan revolution in 2014. A second Eurovision in Kyiv was almost 
like history was repeating itself. From the Ukrainian perspective, political revolutions and 
popular music belong together.

Almost immediately after Jamala had returned to Ukraine after her victory in 
Stockholm, several issues became topical, and rumours started to circulate in international 
media. The first were the financial implications: the ESC usually involves substantial 
economic obligations from the national broadcasting company as well as from the state 
budget and the host city. Were Ukrainian authorities able to cover the cost of arranging 
the next Eurovision at this point of time when the country was engaged in a war and the 
domestic economy in a ruined state?  While this certainly was not an unreasonable question, 
authorities and organisers in Ukraine promptly denied that there was any doubt that they 
could host the competition. Still, rumours were circulating in Russian and European media 
that EBU was secretly planning for an alternative location if Ukraine could not shoulder the 
costs, and that even Moscow could be a possible host city for the relocation of the event. 
This also became one of the first instances when Russia was accused of interfering in the 
arrangement by spreading ‘fake news’. 

The Ukrainian voluntary organisation StopFake, dedicated to debunking false 
information about Ukraine, reported numerous instances when Russian media had 
published stories that they were able to identify as fakes. Yevhen Fedchenko, director of 
the school of journalism at Mohyla Academy in Kyiv and one of the founders of StopFake, 
claimed that this was all part of a Russian strategy to discredit Ukraine: “We had, I would 
say, almost every week one fake news on Eurovision”. On their web page StopFake debunked 
‘faked’ stories claiming for example that Ukrainian citizens would have to pay for Eurovision 
through additions to their electricity bills, that stray dogs were being killed on the streets of 
Kyiv, and homeless people forcefully being moved out from the city.

The double bind
The main Russian intervention in the forthcoming event was however, not with a fake 
story. But it was an action that Ukrainian authorities would rather obviously interpret as a 
deliberate provocation; it was designed to create some stir into the Eurovision arrangement. 
Initially Russia had threatened to boycott the contest as a protest against what they regarded 
as Ukraine’s politicisation of the event, and not send any artist to Kyiv. But suddenly in March 
2017, the Russian State controlled broadcaster Channel One, presented their selection of 
an artist who would represent the country in Kyiv. It was a young female singer, Yuliya 
Samoilova, who uses a wheelchair because of a neuromuscular disorder. The catch was that 
Samoilova was banned from visiting Ukraine. She had in 2015 performed in Crimea, thus 
violating Ukrainian laws by entering the occupied territory illegally. Ukrainian authorities 
were facing a dilemma: whether to ignore her earlier crime and grant her special permission 
to participate in the contest, or to uphold the ban and appear very harsh towards a disabled 
girl. The Ukraine authorities chose to be hard and refused permission for Samoilova to 
participate in the event. This move did upset EBU, which tried to force Ukraine into allowing 
the Russian artist to perform in Kiev, but without success. Instead, Ukraine gave Russia 



KRITISK ETNOGRAFI – SWEDISH JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGY 49

the option to compete with their artist by video link from Moscow. Russia rejected that 
possibility. Apparently it was more important to make Ukraine look bad, than to compete 
in a song contest. 

There is something peculiar about this incident. By selecting Samoilova for the Kiev 
ESC, Russia had communicated two contradictory messages simultaneously: on one level, 
they said “we want to participate” in the song contest (we have selected an artist), on another 
level, “we do not want to participate” (we have selected an artist who you obviously cannot 
accept). Furthermore, the context of the proposition was such that it was impossible for 
Ukraine to avoid making the choice of whether to accept Samoilova or not. They were 
confronted with a choice when it did not matter what the decision would be, because in 
either case they would stand to lose. It is exactly the kind of dilemmas that the anthropologist 
Gregory Bateson has described and made famous with the concept of “the double bind” 
(1972). Bateson elaborated on this idea in his writing on schizophrenia, in collaboration 
with psychologists in the 1950s. The concept has since then drifted into common parlance, 
mostly as describing impossible choices that an individual may confront. A main point in 
Bateson’s theory is however, that the situation he describes is social. It only occurs between 
subjects who have an intense relation of vital importance. It is a relation between subjects 
who share a common code of understanding and are trying to find an appropriate response 
in each situation. The contradictive communication that unfolds has nothing to do with 
misunderstanding. The double bind can only occur between subjects who comprehend each 
other very well. They may however, be close, though nursing ‘hostile empathy’.

Of course, not all communication between Ukraine and Russia involved a double bind 
situation. But during the song contest, there were several PR initiatives from the Ukrainian 
organisers with double coded meaning; one for an innocent international audience and one 
mischievously crafted for ‘the enemy’. One example was a promotional video for the song 
contest. It showed a young girl singing a catchy song while dancing through picturesque 
Ukrainian landscapes and streets of Kyiv, while large, patterned beads (from the official 
logo) were rolling or carried around. It was trivial and there was nothing remarkable about 
this film. Except for one thing. In the last scene, the girl is on a boat on the Black Sea. 
For a few seconds, she is looking up and waving her hand towards an impressive castle 
built on a high cliff, overlooking the sea. For people in Ukraine and Russia that building is 
immediately recognisable. It is called the Swallows Nest and located in Crimea, occupied 
by Russia since 2014. For those who are familiar with the scenery, the title of the song is 
definitely not banal: We won’t give up. 

Another example: On a hill above the river Dnieper in central Kyiv stands a large 
steel monument in the form of an arc. During ESC the arc was painted in rainbow colours 
and named “the arc of diversity”, apparently as a tribute to gay fans of the song contest. 
The arc was captured on photos by many foreign visitors and these images came to be 
widely circulated on social media. The arc “became almost viral”, claimed one of the creators 
of this campaign enthusiastically. However, probably only a few foreign visitors noticed 
that the rainbow arc contained another message, not at all related to the song contest. 
The original name of the monument is The People’s Friendship Arch. It was built in 1982 
commemorating the 60th anniversary of the USSR and the brotherhood of Russia and 
Ukraine. Converting this monument into a gay symbol was an intentional provocation 
directed toward Russia, not known for its tolerance in HBTQ issues. What it also did, was to 
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provoke some Ukrainian politicians who shared a similar attitude towards ‘gay propaganda’ 
as the Kremlin. The painting of the rainbow had to be halted before it was fully completed, 
and was subsequently removed after the contest (replaced with a painted crack in the arc).

The other within
One may ask, why this kind of obsession with infuriating the enemy. There are several 
examples of similarly creative provocations, especially since the invasion of 2022. A well-
known campaign is the issuing of official stamps commemorating moments of the war that 
have been particularly embarrassing for Russia, such as the sinking of the Russian warship 
Moskva, and the bombing of the Kerch bridge to Crimea. These communicative initiatives 
are mischievous, in a way that seems to go beyond a strictly strategic use of propaganda, 
employed for its effect in a war situation. Instead, they have clearly “affective” dimensions 
(Eder 2016) and are related to the past colonial experiences of Ukraine.

Particularly sensitive are various remnants of the Soviet Union that are still found in 
Ukraine. The work of removing symbolic monuments of the past empire goes by the name 
of ‘decommunization’. Since independence these symbols of communist times have been 
the focus of much controversy: whether they should be allowed to remain, or be destroyed 
(Oliinyk and Kuzio 2021). These symbols consist not only of physical monuments, 
constructions, and street names but also of commemorating celebrations (for example, the 
end of “the great patriotic war”) and even holidays (such as the orthodox Christmas) that 
people have been used to participate in and have an emotional attachment toward. Cleaning 
out remnants of the past is not unproblematic. But even in the middle of a violent war, 
these symbolic actions seem to be prioritised by Ukrainian authorities. Since the full-scale 
attack, the official Christmas Day has been changed from January 7 (celebrated by Russian 
Orthodoxy) to December 25, and the Soviet emblem has been replaced by a Ukrainian 
trident on the huge Motherland monument in Kyiv. 

The People’s Friendship Arch that was painted in rainbow colours during the song 
contest, is an example of the monuments that stand as the symbolic residue of a former 
empire; it came to play a creative role during the tumultuous period preceding the full-scale 
invasion. The ruined nuclear plant in Chernobyl, that I mentioned in the introduction 
to this essay, is another construction with symbolic connotations (as well as the residual 
radiation) that the independent nation must deal with in some way, though in this case, it is 
difficult to reconvert, destruct, or even assign a symbolic role in the ongoing war. A ruined 
nuclear plant would not easily lend itself for creative forms of symbolic provocations. 

However, as an analogy, Chernobyl is helpful for summarising the point I have tried to 
make in this essay. The ruined nuclear plant stands as a disturbing heritage from the period 
of Soviet Russia, within an excluded zone some 100 kilometres north of Kyiv. The zone also 
contains the abandoned city of Pripyat, once a model town and a triumph of Soviet urban 
planning but now a decaying time capsule of Soviet life (it was however, possible to visit and 
it did attract a small stream of ‘dark tourism’ before the full-scale invasion). 

Chernobyl is indeed a strange place: a toxic heritage from the times of Soviet Russia, 
concealed within Ukraine, impossible to forget, or neglect, and in constant need of 
monitoring and maintenance. It is a physically concrete analogy of ‘the other within’.
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ABSTRACT: This article looks at the construction of old age as ‘dangerous’ and the social othering 
of older people. While longevity is desirable in the Global North, ageing is not. On the one hand, 
old age is associated with a range of negatively connoted stereotypes including vulnerability, loss 
of personal agency, and dependency. On the other hand, positively connoted stereotypes of the 
active and independent older adult relate to hegemonic midlife norms. In a context of neoliberal 
principles, marketisation and welfare reforms, those who age are portrayed as dangerous, while 
those who remain ‘youthful although ageing’ are celebrated. Through four observations, (1) the 
anti-aging movement, (2) dominant gerontological discourses, (3) the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
(4) the slang expressions ‘OK Boomer’ and ‘Boomer Remover’, this article looks at how old age 
and older people are framed as undesirable, mocked, and patronised. This type of social othering 
does not only affect how old people are perceived by others, but it can also influence how we think 
about our own ageing and forms of inclusion and exclusion in society.

Keywords: old age, anti-ageing, social othering, Global North

Introduction: An apocalyptic demography?
During the last few decades, as a result of rising life expectancy and declining fertility rates, 
the proportion of old people is increasing globally. In response to this, in 1994, World Bank’s 
chief economist Michael Bruno wrote, “The result is a looming old age crisis that threatens 
not only the old but also their children and grandchildren, who must shoulder, directly or 
indirectly, much of the increasingly heavy burden of providing for the aged” (World Bank 
1994: xiii). A year later, IMF (1995) and OECD (1995) also suggested that demographic 
ageing will pose great strains on state budgets. Till today, the conventional wisdom is that an 
ageing population will be harmful for economic growth. It is believed that older people will 
consume too many of society’s resources while producing and contributing little in return. 

Although increasing life expectancy can be regarded as something positive, our 
contemporary ageing population is commonly framed as a crisis and burden for pension 
systems and health care as well as for families and communities. While the above-cited 
World Bank publication refers to our contemporary demographic transition as ‘an old age 
crisis’, population ageing has also been described as an ‘apocalyptic demography’, ‘ticking 
demographic bomb’, ‘demographic cliff’, ‘grey dawn’ and ‘grey/silver tsunami’. Using the 
terminology of war, catastrophe, and natural disaster, ageing becomes constructed as toxic 
and a threat to society. 

Following Estes (1983, 2001), crisis construction and crisis management have come 
to the core of contemporary politics and affected issues of ageing. Policy debates have 
been shaped by notions that older people are a problem and great cost to society. Using 



ANNA GUSTAFSSON  |  ���WARNING! OLD AGE AHEAD!54

the rhetoric of crisis or natural disaster creates, according to Estes, a climate of fear and 
uncertainty which gives public officials the authority to act in certain ways and renegotiate 
established social contracts. In the United States, Estes and Phillipson (2002) argue that 
welfare cutbacks in the 1980s were framed as non-political. Rather than being seen as an 
outcome of complex financial issues and interests, they were largely mapped out to be a 
consequence of changing demography. One of the alleged threats was that the welfare state 
is not sustainable in its current form as a relatively small number of people in the working 
ages will have to provide for a growing proportion of dependent retirees. 

Besides Estes, several other scholars, particularly from the political economy of ageing-
approach, highlight that concerns around population ageing are exaggerated and used 
to legitimise anti-welfarist agendas (for e.g. Robertson 1997; Mullan 2000; Estes 2001; 
Estes and Phillipson 2002; Gee 2002; van Dyk 2014, 2016). Mullan (2000) argues that 
demographic ageing has become a politically respectable way of justifying the emergence 
of neoliberal policies. In the 1980s for instance, British social service minister Patrick 
Jenkin claimed that universalist welfare principles undermined independence and personal 
responsibility, and fostered a destructive dependency culture. The Tories continued this line 
of reasoning throughout the 1980s, resulting in a shift toward the privatisation of pensions. 
Welfare reforms like these are often driven by the “bankruptcy hypothesis of ageing”, in 
which large numbers of elderly are imagined using up all societal resources (Robertson 1997: 
426; see also Estes 1983). 

While acknowledging that the population in the Global North is ageing, Robertson 
(1997), Estes (2001), Mullan (2000) and Gee (2002) show that demographic statistics and 
prognoses must be approached critically. Future demographic projections are, according 
to Gee (2002: 751), based on certain assumptions and do not include for instance, 
uncertainties of new and emerging diseases, changes in the natural environment, migration 
patterns, and armed conflicts, or advances in genetic engineering and family-friendly 
policies. Many old people also continue to consume and contribute to society in various 
ways, such as caregiving for spouses or grandchildren, and volunteer activities. Not everyone 
thus becomes vulnerable and dependent. Nevertheless, rather than looking at heterogeneous 
ways of ageing, older people are commonly being used as scapegoats for social and economic 
problems. Factors such as the interdependencies that make up the fabric of social life, how 
health and other services are organised, and the distribution of financial resources in the 
population are overlooked. 

Constructions of old age as a looming crisis, draw upon, and reproduce a list of 
damaging stereotypes of later life. In the Global North, old age is recurrently associated with 
physical and cognitive decline, passivity, and destructive dependency. Later life is described 
as a period of helplessness and vulnerability, and older people are pictured in terms of losses, 
such as the loss of good health, mental clarity, sexuality, and productivity (Sandberg 2013). 
In Britain, the Centre for Ageing Better (2020) reports that old people are all too often 
seen as incompetent, hostile, and a burden on others. Nilsson and Jönsson (2009) state 
that media representations of older people mainly tend to focus on health issues, loneliness, 
lack of care, or their difficulties using digital technology. According to Nelson (2011), these 
ageist images are often thought of as natural facts and truths rather than stereotypes, thus 
justifying ideas of old age as a stage of decay. 

Ageism and prejudices based on (especially old) age are prevalent across societies – from 
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large institutions such as the World Bank, health and social care, the media, workplaces, and 
day-to-day interactions (Iverson et al. 2009). Drawing on postcolonial studies, van Dyk 
(2016: 110) argues that midlife has become “the organizing principle of a human lifetime”. 
Against this backdrop, older people become disdained as others, unless demonstrating 
independence, personal responsibility, and activity; traits that are normatively associated with 
midlife. According to van Dyk (2016: 113), midlife is furthermore equated with culture and 
control, and the aged are socially constructed as closer to nature by being conceptualised as 
“closer to death [and] less resistant to disease”. Or as Sandberg (2013: 12) writes, the ageing 
body is considered “unbounded, leaky, fragmented, and lacking control”, thus threatening 
a notion of personhood based on self-control (see also Lamb et al. 2017). There is thus, a 
“violent hierarchy” (van Dyk 2016: 112), between young and old, where each of these age 
categories are infused with certain norms, expectations, and prejudices.

Drawing on van Dyk and others, this article explores modes of othering older adults. 
It does so by looking at how common and persistent stereotypes of old age are created 
and reproduced, and the ways in which they come to portray old age and older people as 
‘dangerous’. The aim of the article is not to examine the relationship between constructions 
of risk, welfare reforms, and what may be said to be empirically real or not with regards to 
demographic ageing. Asking the reader to hold the crisis discourse of population ageing 
and its counterarguments in mind, the article looks at how old age and older people are 
framed as undesirable, mocked, and patronised through scientific conversations, by public 
officials, and in media. This type of social othering does not only affect how old people are 
perceived by others, but it can also influence how we think about our own ageing and forms 
of inclusion and exclusion in society. Developing this argument, the following discussion 
draws on four observations, each of which show how old age and old people are framed as 
dangerous in various ways: first, the anti-aging movement; second, dominant gerontological 
discourses; third, the COVID-19 pandemic; and fourth, the slang expressions “OK Boomer” 
and “Boomer Remover”.

The Anti-ageing movement: Living without getting old
In the Greek myth of the Trojan prince Tithonus, his lover Eos, the Goddess of Dawn, 
feared losing him to death. To avoid living without him, Eos asked Zeus to make Tithonus 
immortal. Zeus granted this request, but as Eos had forgotten to ask for eternal youth, 
Tithonus continued to age. As Tithonus became older and older, he gradually withered away. 
Eos found his increasing weakness and loss of physical abilities unattractive, and eventually, 
she transformed him into a grasshopper to relieve him from a miserable existence. 

This classical story of Tithonus reveals a paradox: the strife for a life without end, 
while at the same time, rejecting traits normally associated with the aged. Today, human 
life expectancy is higher than ever before, yet views of ageing in large parts of the Global 
North seem as paradoxical as for the ancient Greeks. While we want to live long, we don’t 
want to get old. Just think of anti-aging products, comments such as ‘she looks good for her 
age’ or ABBA’s reunion that included a 2022 comeback tour with holographic avatars of the 
Swedish pop group members in their youth.

While the quest for eternal youth has a long history – from Eos’ rejection of her 
weakening lover, to ancient burial rites, and the search for the mythical Fountain of Youth – 
Tesch-Römer and Wahl (2022) argue that old age became increasingly feared and despised 
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from the 19th century onwards. At that time, with the emergence of modern medicine, old 
age became constructed as a medical problem. 

From a biomedical perspective, ageing has been defined in two ways. First, it has been 
seen as a process of degeneration connected to various diseases “in an approach called ‘normal 
ageing’ that implies a relatively stable, homogenous set of biological and physiological 
processes” (Estes and Binney 1989: 588). According to Estes and Binney (1989: 589) this 
biomedical model has impacted research on ageing, health care, and public policy. Although 
this branch of research has been of importance to promote health, it has also impacted 
understandings of ageing and its association with disease. 

Second, ageing has not only been connected to heightened risks of various diseases, 
but also been perceived as a disease itself. Towards the end of the 19th-century, a number 
of experimental surgeries were made to overcome the problems of old age. While some 
physicians focused on hygiene and diet, others thought that the key to youthful longevity 
was found in the endocrine system (Haber 2004: 517). Surgical interventions aimed at 
rejuvenating women included radiation of the ovaries, ovary transplantations, and injections 
of hormones. For men, injections of animal sex glands or transplantation of testicles were 
thought to restore youthful vigour. After receiving a monkey gland transplant, a 76-year-
old London businessman claimed to look and feel like 45 again (ibid.). Although he died 
two years after the operation, physicians portrayed surgeries like these as “benevolent acts 
in which they alone were eliminating the ‘grotesque’ disease of old age” (Haber 2004: 518).

A century later, in 1982, the American Academy of Anti-Aging Medicine (A4M) was 
established to promote anti-aging medicine and technology in the United States. Anti-ageing 
is a broad label that has come to stand for ideas and practices that aim to make people look 
younger, treat diseases associated with old age, manipulate the biological process of ageing, 
and expand lifespans (Vincent, Tulle and Bond 2008). Reproducing the crisis discourse of 
ageing, Dr Klatz, founder of A4M claims, “America is in deep trouble. Our nation faces the 
most perilous threat to our social stability since the Civil War […] America now stands at 
ground zero, facing financial and sociological destruction, burning in the flashpoint of a 
76-megaton age bomb” (quoted in Haber 2004: 521). While this may stand as an extreme 
example, A4M demonstrates how the construction of old age as dangerous is used in the 
anti-aging movement. One of A4M’s contemporary inventions is the software application 
AgeMeter, which collects physiological biomarkers to estimate its users’ functional age 
versus chronological age. The data can thereafter, be used to design a personalised program 
for optimising youthfulness and aid age reversal. 

Other researchers also believe that science can be used to turn back the clock (see e.g. 
Rose 2001; Vincent 2009; Kaufman, Shim and Russ 2004). For instance, in The Guardian 
(2021), biologist Andrew Steele portrays ageing as a disease that can be treated. Challenging 
the fact that ageing is an inevitable process, Steele believes that a drug can be developed 
to slow down ageing and make it possible for 150-year-olds to play football with their 
great-grandkids. In one of the videos on his YouTube-channel, Steele (2020) says that it is 
important to reverse ageing as population ageing is “the single largest humanitarian challenge 
of our time”. Overlooking the fact that death (as well as disease, pain, and suffering) can 
occur at any time during the life cycle, Steele argues that ageing is particularly dangerous 
because it results in death. 

Similar to A4M and Steele, a range of new biotechnology companies and anti-aging 
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start-ups aim to advance understanding of how to increase life expectancy by halting or 
reversing the ageing process. For instance, Altos Lab, started in 2022 and partly funded 
by entrepreneur and tech investor Yuri Milner, and allegedly also by Amazon’s founder Jeff 
Bezos, focuses on cellular rejuvenation programming with the goal of preventing diseases 
and develop life extension therapies. Claimed to have an initial commitment of $3 billion, 
Altos Lab is an example of the largely profitable anti-aging industry, whose goal is to conquer 
the undesirable consequences of getting old. 

At the core of the anti-aging movement, midlife is idealised. Old age is homogenised 
and conceptualised as a stage of decline. Ageing is framed as a battle to be won with the help 
of new innovations and technologies. As Kampf and Botelho (2004: 189) write, the anti-
aging movement draws upon “an array of technologies and theories such as nanotechnology, 
stem cell research, genetic enhancement, neuro-endocrinal theory, and pharmacotherapy”. 
Biomedical approaches like these must, according to Kampf and Bothelho, be seen as 
social and cultural practices that construct old age in a particular way, as something to be 
feared and fought. 

Overlooking social, economic, political, and environmental factors, ageing is, through 
the anti-aging movement, considered to happen naturally and self-evidently within the 
individual body, and it is the individual body that is targeted by biomedical innovations. 
At the crossroads between anti-ageing and posthumanism, the promises of biomedicine are 
to remove vulnerabilities of old age by (re)making the human body in new and better ways 
(Vincent 2009). 

Apart from the inherent ageism of the anti-ageing movement – that ageing is a problem 
to be solved – the market-driven industry also makes the benefits of its advancements a 
question of equity and social justice: Who will be able to live in a body that doesn’t age? 
And who will have to face the defined perils of later life? The defined dangers of ageing also 
create a new area of specialist knowledge and practice, and opens up possibilities for living 
a different life in a different body. From the perspective of the booming anti-aging industry, 
“biology is not destiny, but opportunity” (Rose 2007: 51).

Dominant gerontological discourses: ageing successfully 
During the last few decades, the self-help industry has grown considerably. Whether wishing 
to receive advice on how to win friends, become more effective, thinking fast, and slow or 
stop worrying, there is an excess of books which promise guidance. While ageing (so far) is 
an inevitable process, the self-help industry tells us that how we age is a matter of individual 
choice. Some captivating titles on the subject include: Fontana’s (2020) The Path to Longevity: 
How to reach 100 with the health and stamina of a 40-year-old; Sinclair’s (2019) Lifespan: Why 
We Age – and Why We Don’t Have to; Esmond-White’s (2014) Aging Backwards: Reverse the 
Aging Process and Look 10 Years Younger in 30 Minutes a Day; and LaLanne’s (2009) Live 
Young Forever: 12 Steps to Optimum Health, Fitness and Longevity.

Apart from highlighting that ‘ageing to become old’ is undesirable, these books argue 
that one can remain ‘young’ by keeping active, having a healthy diet and paying close 
attention to risks concerning chronic diseases. This may be done through personal care, 
which includes the consumption of certain books, foods, exercises, and trips. While the anti-
ageing industry believes that ‘the natural process’ of ageing can be slowed down, halted, and 
reversed through biomedical innovations and technologies, these self-help books believe that 
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similar goals can be achieved through personal effort. 
Ageing well through personal responsibility has been, since the 1990s, a guiding trope 

in dominant gerontological discourses. In a publication by geriatrician Jack W. Rowe and 
psychologist Robert L. Kahn, the concept of ‘successful ageing’ gained popularity (see Rowe 
and Kahn 1997). Since then, ‘successful ageing’ along with ‘healthy ageing’, ‘active ageing’, 
and ‘productive ageing’, has dominated not only research on old age, but also public health, 
consumerist culture, and social policy frameworks. For instance, the European Union stresses 
active participation of elders in society, and the WHO declared a Decade of Healthy Ageing 
2021-2030. Also, the UNECE has developed a tool to measure the “untapped potential of 
older people for active and healthy ageing” (UNECE 2022: online). The tool, the Active 
Ageing Index, “measures the level to which older people live independent lives, participate 
in paid employment and social activities, and their capacity to age actively” (ibid.).

While what it means to age successfully can be defined in many ways and anchored 
in different philosophical traditions, cultures, and value systems, the dominant view in the 
Global North is that ageing well is associated with good health, a fit body, independence, 
(hetero)sexual activity and productivity (Sandberg 2013; Lamb et al. 2017; Tesch-Römer 
and Wahl 2022). Ageing well is about avoiding change, which is defined to equal loss, and 
maintaining traits and lifestyles normally associated with younger adults. One example of 
this is media descriptions of ‘successful’ older adults skydiving, traveling to faraway places or 
driving motorbikes “despite their age” (Nilsson and Jönsson 2005: 101).

Along with the concept of ‘successful ageing’ in the 1980s, Laslett (1989) introduced the 
notion of a ‘third age’. Aiming to confront unjust associations between old age and decline, 
he wished to foreground that later life could be a valuable stage of personal development and 
self-fulfilment. The third age was introduced to distinguish between active and independent 
older adults with a positive attitude and those belonging to the ‘fourth age’; as a time of 
dependency and decline. Van Dyk (2014: 93) writes, “Parallel to the picture of elderly 
people as a dangerous bulk, the non-frail ‘new elderly’ have been discovered as potentially 
active and productive citizens”. A person who ages ‘successfully’ is also often labelled ‘young-
old’ in comparison to the ‘old-old’. And as more people are identified as belonging to the 
‘third age’, the ‘new elderly’, and the ‘young-old’, 70 is said to be the new 40. Thus, the 
desired way of growing old is to continue a normative middle-aged lifestyle.

Mainstream gerontology may, according to van Dyk, be labelled as ‘Happy Gerontology’. 
Instead of looking at co-existing and complex experiences of ageing, it portrays later life in 
a hyper positive way. Following Lamb et al. (2017), the successful ageing paradigm may 
come across as positive, yet it rests on a deep cultural discomfort of old age, and must also be 
understood in a context of neoliberalism. Just like Oscar Wilde’s protagonist Dorian Gray, 
who sells his soul for eternal youth, the root of the successful ageing paradigm is the idea 
that ageing well is dependent on the individual herself. By being independent, healthy, and 
productive, the aged person may avoid becoming a burden onto others and retain the desired 
traits connected with youthfulness and neoliberal principles (Lamb et al. 2017). If a person 
doesn’t age well, she only has herself to blame. In other words, the good citizen is framed 
as someone who reduces public spending and support through personal responsibility, 
effort, and lifestyle choices (Lamb et al. 2017: 7). Ageing successfully is thus, not only 
beneficial to the individual herself, but also for “the economic viability of society” (ibid.). 
Rowe and Kahn, (1998: 102) who popularised the successful-aging concept, state “What 
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does it take to turn back the ageing clock? It’s surprisingly simple… Success is determined 
by good old-fashioned hard work”. While this approach not only neglects factors such as air 
pollution, widowhood, racism, income, and class, those who develop vulnerabilities, such 
as chronic diseases or dementia, are perceived to lack the right attitudes and self-control 
(Lamb et al. 2017). 

Ideas of how to maintain healthy and active lives may inspire some and offer an important 
alternative to the decline narrative and ‘ill-elderly’ approach to ageing. Nevertheless, it 
simultaneously marginalises the ageing process and overlooks structural inequalities, 
changes in the welfare system, socioeconomic factors, inevitable physical changes, and the 
unpredictable happenings and coincidences that are part of life. Hegemonic ideas of what it 
means to age successfully might be unattainable for the majority, yet it has had penetrative 
power across society in promoting a normative dichotomy between what is considered ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ ageing. Phrased differently, it divides between cherished, capable, and productive 
human beings on the one hand, and dangerous, decaying, and dependent elders on the other 
(van Dyk 2016: 117).

The COVID-19 pandemic: Risks of old age
In April 2022, I was on fieldwork in northern Värmland, a county in western Sweden, to 
explore the living conditions of women retirees in rural areas. During a conversation with 
80-year old widowed Emmy at her kitchen table, we started talking about how everyday life 
had been during the pandemic. It had not changed much for her; she had still photographed 
birds, met friends to play boule outside, engaged digitally as a board member of a housing 
association, and would speak daily with her son. Having gathered information about the 
risks of the virus and how to avoid it, the only times she stayed at home by herself was 
when she did not feel well. She took a sip of her coffee and laughed at how the Swedish 
Public Health Agency had recommended that persons over the age of 70 should not meet 
anyone due to their age. “I have decided for myself!” Emmy declared and described the 
recommendations as “custodian manners” (överförmyndarfasoner). 

Emmy is not the only one who has criticised how older people have been spoken 
about during the pandemic. Both in Sweden and globally, ageism has become apparent 
in unprecedented ways during the pandemic (Reynolds 2020; Naughton et al. 2021). In 
March 2020, at the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Sweden, the Swedish Public 
Health Agency declared those aged 70+ a ‘risk group’; a group of heightened risk of severe 
disease and mortality following infection. Consequently, restrictions were implemented. 
Persons over the age of 70 were recommended to minimise, and ideally, avoid social contact. 
Anders Tegnell, former state epidemiologist at the Public Health Agency, declared that ‘the 
aged’ needed to be isolated. Tegnell is quoted saying, “Now it is time […] to try and isolate 
them as much as possible. They may need help by someone to do shopping, so they don’t go 
out and meet a lot of people”, and “We really have to protect this group, for their own safety 
as well as their relatives and also for the health care system” (Andersson et al. 2021: online). 
In short, according to Tegnell, old people needed to be isolated and protected.

Although COVID-19 is a grave and potentially fatal disease that should indeed be taken 
seriously, there are many striking elements in Tegnell’s statement. First of all, illustrating the 
ageism that penetrated much of the debate around the pandemic globally too, Tegnell makes 
a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’. “Them”, i.e. persons over the age of 70, are framed as 
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a homogeneous group that are invariably different from ‘us’ (see also Andersson et al. 2021). 
Making older people into ‘social others’, they are considered at risk, and as such, in need of 
protection and supervision. 

This social othering of old people draws upon and reproduces stereotypes of later life 
as a period of ill health, vulnerability, helplessness, and loss of personal agency. With regards 
to the association between old age and vulnerability, older age has been globally identified 
as a risk factor to become seriously ill from COVID-19. However, the UN (2020) states 
that the overemphasis on old people may have created a false impression that the virus 
mainly affects the aged. Younger adults who have experienced negative consequences from 
the pandemic have also, in instances, framed these through ageist attitudes. In a Swedish 
newspaper a woman describes her experience of post-COVID, “I had just turned 50, but 
became 90 overnight” (Dagens Nyheter 2022: 11). The middle-aged woman explains that 
symptoms such as loss of memory, tiredness, and inability to multitask, have made her feel 
like 90, making the assumptions that these conditions as well as pain and suffering belong 
to later life. 

Returning to Tegnell’s statement, he also frames older people as unable to make 
responsible decisions concerning their own lives. Tegnell encourages the general public to 
‘help them’ and ‘protect them’ in light of the pandemic. Portraying old people as a danger to 
themselves and others due to their lack of ability to make informed decisions, was common 
during the pandemic. In a chronicle for one of the largest tabloids in Sweden, Pozar writes, 
“The old folks (gamlingarna) need to take more responsibility […] As it is now, Ing-Marie will 
still have coffee with Kerstin and then go on a sale hunt in the nearest shopping center […] 
What is going on?” (Expressen 2020). Pozar continues to claim that old people (portrayed 
as a homogeneous group) deny that they are old and that they pose a risk to themselves for 
doing so. Speaking directly to people over the age of 70, Pozar explains that ‘they’ need to 
take responsibility and that social isolation is for their own good. 

Ageist associations like these, between old age and ignorance, appear to have justified 
how older people have been spoken about and for, rather than with during the pandemic. 
Tegnell’s and Pozar’s statements exemplify how older persons have been framed as incompetent 
and irresponsible. In a policy brief of 2020, the UN states that older persons have not 
been seen as speaking subjects or advisers to authorities. Although old people have been 
highly visible in media and public debates, their own experiences and thoughts have been 
neglected. Significantly, older persons have not been consulted in political decisions, thus 
excluding them from having power over matters that directly affect their lives. Naughton 
et al. (2021) argue, some ‘helping behaviours’ during the pandemic reinforce stereotypes 
of the helpless and incompetent older person. The naturalisation of old age as a state of 
vulnerability, decline and dependency, “cultivates acceptance of marginalization (being 
treated as a second-class citizen) and […] rationalizes personal behaviors and acceptance of 
social policies that marginalize older people” (Reynolds 2020: 501). Looking at the Swedish 
context, Andersson et al. (2021) write in a similar way that people over the age of 70+ 
were not portrayed as independent and responsible individuals, but in need of help from 
younger generations. In their online note, they argue, “Persons over 70 were constructed as a 
vulnerable and passive collective. Heterogeneity among older adults – variouss ages, gender, 
ability, ethnicity, socioeconomic conditions and circumstances – were overlooked so that 
restrictions could easily be administered at the population level”. 
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Apart from being framed to be at risk for becoming seriously ill, older people were 
also pictured as a risk for society during the pandemic. According to Tegnell, older people 
take a risk if they go out in society as this can burden an already strained health care system 
(Andersson et al. 2021). Instead of pointing to problems in the health care system, older 
people are here held responsible for its sustainability. 

In Sweden, health care personnel have reported that they were understaffed, exhausted, 
lacked sufficient management and forced to choose to whom they should prioritise care 
and treatment (e.g. Expressen 2020). In the Swedish Health and Medical Services Act it 
is stated that all citizens should receive equal care and that the dignity of each individual 
should be respected. Despite this, the National Board of Health and Welfare published a set 
of guidelines on how to prioritise medical care during COVID-19 in light of insufficient 
resources. Although these guidelines did not include age – as the Italian policies of no 
intubation for those over 70 – they reveal insufficient resources within the health care system; 
insufficiencies that older people were framed to take responsibility for, by socially isolating 
themselves. Instead of pointing to problems in the health care system and including older 
persons in decision-makings, old people were made into a homogenous group, dangerous 
both to themselves and others.

‘OK Boomer’ and ‘Boomer Remover’: Scapegoats for world crises
In November 2019, 25-year-old Chloe Swarbrick spoke in the New Zealand Parliament 
about the Zero Carbon bill that aims to reduce carbon emission to zero by 2050. During 
the speech, when Swarbrick criticised the government’s ability to address climate concerns, 
she was interrupted by an older opposition spokesman. In response to his interruption, 
Swarbrick raised her hand and said ‘OK Boomer’; a phrase often used to indicate generational 
difference and dismiss or mock the opinions of older generations, or more specifically those 
born during the baby boom generation (between 1945 and 1965) (Meisner 2021). 

It is not known exactly by whom, when, and where, the slang expression ‘OK Boomer’ 
originated, yet in 2019 it went viral. The clip of Swarbrick spread globally across the internet 
and the phrase was created, reposted, and spread in the forms of memes, and through the 
hashtag #OKBoomer on various social media, including Twitter (now X) and Instagram. It 
was also printed on merchandise, such as clothes, phone cases, water bottles, and notebooks, 
and it gained popularity and spread on TikTok, Soundcloud, and Spotify. The most popular 
song by Jedwill and Kuli was identified as the expression’s own anthem by the New York 
Times (2019). The song is about older adults and includes condescending lines such as: 
“Old ladies suck/ Ok boomer […]/ Aye, it’s funny, you think I respect your opinion/ When 
your hairline looks that disrespectful/[…]You’re all old and racist”. The slang expression 
was also developed into the song “Oki Doki Boomer” by Youtuber Senzawa. Between 2019 
and 2022, it was viewed almost 13 million times. Parts of the lyrics are “Whatever you say, 
boomer […]/Your dusty mood don’t vibe with me/ You are old and so, therefore/ I must say 
ten-four dinosaur”. 

‘OK Boomer’ seems to have been especially used by young adults, those labelled as 
Generation Z (1997-2015), as an outlet to portray older adults as close-minded, ignorant, 
and outdated (Meisner 2021). It has been used to express feelings that boomers have caused 
global financial inequalities and climate change, and that they now are denying progress 
on these issues (Meisner 2021; The New York Times 2019). In an opinion-piece for The 
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Guardian (2019: online), Swarbrick writes that her comment in the Parliament was a form 
of humour to shed light on the fact that politics for long have been dominated by “older 
dudes in suits” (ibid.). From these perspectives older generations are however, portrayed as 
a static group and a dangerous other. They are portrayed as the ones who have polluted the 
planet, hoarded wealth, and contributed to rising inequalities and the marginalisation of 
certain groups.

Taking age as an important factor for structuring social relationships and commenting 
on contemporary world issues, the media response to ‘OK Boomer’ has focused on its 
creation of intergenerational divide based on difference and conflict. According to the New 
York Times (2019: online), the expression “marks the end of friendly generational relations”. 
To make sense of a time penetrated by uncertainties, ‘OK boomer’ is used by younger 
generations to differentiate between ‘us’ and ‘the dangerous older other’. Accordingly, 
younger generations differentiate themselves from older generations in order to create hope 
for the future.

With the outbreak of COVID-19, ‘OK Boomer’ became reformulated into morbid 
memes and hashtags such as ‘2019:ok boomer, 2020:bye boomer’, ‘Senior Deleter’, ‘Elder 
Repeller’, ‘Boomer Doomer’ and ‘Boomer Remover’ (see for e.g., Meisner 2021; Skipper et 
al. 2021). A study made on the initial use of the hashtag ‘Boomer Remover’ on Twitter (now 
X) shows that the tweets in which it was used either ridiculed older adults or downplayed 
the value of their lives (Jimenez-Sotomayor et al. 2020). In another study, it was found that 
tweets using #BoomerRemover celebrated the fact that the pandemic now removed older 
adults who had “created social problems for subsequent generations during their lifetime” 
(Skipper et al. 2021: online). There were also direct encouragements to spread the virus 
among older adults to “thin out boomers” (ibid.). Meisner (2021: 58) shows that it has been 
written online that the purpose of COVID-19 is to “remove older adults from society so that 
more jobs, opportunities, and resources can be provided to younger and healthier people”. 
To draw a parallel, in the United States, fears that social distancing during COVID-19 
would negatively influence the economy made Texas governor and Republican Dan Patrick 
suggests that grandparents should sacrifice themselves. According to Patrick, old people 
should be willing to risk their health and life for the good of the economy and the future of 
coming generations (Reynolds 2020). However, attitudes like these, and the use of hashtags 
such as ‘#BoomerRemover’ cannot be seen as anything but grim ageist discrimination. 
Following Meisner (2021: 58), “Younger age groups are “the desirables” while the older age 
group is portrayed as “the undesirables” [and] they are viewed as an expendable nuisance to 
younger generations”.

Conclusion: A dangerous context
Van Dyk (2016) argues that forms of othering of, for instance, women, ethnic groups, 
or the aged, serve to legitimise logics and practices of domination and the exclusion of 
certain groups. At the same time as the global population is ageing, there exists a widespread 
concern of growing older and a social othering of old people. Whether being positively 
connoted stereotypes such as the third age, or the devaluation of vulnerable and dependent 
older adults, the message is the same: old age is undesirable unless taking the shape of age-
imperialist standards that centres on midlife (van Dyk 2014: 96; 2016: 113). The older 
person who ‘actually ages’ is, in a sense, socio-culturally constructed as a ‘dangerous other’ 
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in the Global North.
Indeed, the fear of ageing draws on the stereotype of ageing as a natural stage that 

departs from neoliberal midlife norms of independence, personal responsibility, activity, 
and production. ‘Natural ageing’ is associated with or even synonymous to physical and 
cognitive decline, vulnerability, passivity, and dependency. While midlife norms are not 
unproblematic for middle-aged people themselves, they have become points of references 
for the ongoing production of difference based on old age. This becomes apparent in the 
anti-aging movement as well as in dominant gerontological discourses that praise successful, 
healthy, and active ageing. Older people who, through personal achievement or with the 
help of new innovations and technologies, ‘look young’ or live in a way associated with 
midlife, are celebrated. 

Among the observations discussed in this article, there is however, an interesting 
paradox. While independency and activity are celebrated in later life, old people who were 
too active and independent during the COVID-19 pandemic were described as ignorant 
and irresponsible. Not only were old people framed as incapable of taking decisions by 
themselves, but those who did and decided to continue an active lifestyle were considered 
a ‘danger’ to themselves, others, and to the health care system. The ‘dangerousness’ of old 
people is also reflected in ‘OK Boomer’ through which older adults become constructed 
as responsible for the climate crises and economic inequalities. Rather than addressing the 
contributions of today’s older generations, elder discrimination on the labour market, the 
redistribution of financial resources in society, and ageist attitudes, older people are being 
used as scapegoats for social and economic problems.

The social othering of old people is highly consequential. This was manifested during 
the pandemic when old people were subjected to restrictions without being given a voice. 
For instance, instead of being able to take decisions on how to live by themselves, restrictions 
of social isolation were imposed on residents in old age homes in Sweden.

The examples show that old age, on the one hand, is framed as an uncontrollable natural 
process of decline and degeneration. Following discussions around covid-19, old people, 
consequently, need to be protected, avoided, isolated, and even excluded from decision-
makings. On the other hand, there is an emphasis that undesirable ageing can be controlled 
through either new innovations and technologies or personal effort and achievement. The 
wish to control the ageing process becomes apparent in the billions invested into age reversal. 

Dividing between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ ageing makes ageing not only a domain to control 
through medicalisation, commercialisation, and governance, but it also creates and reproduces 
social inequalities between those who have the means to affect their ageing process and 
those who don’t. As Lamb et al. (2017: 15) point out, successful ageing, as defined through 
dominant gerontological discourses and the anti-aging industry, is attainable only to an 
elite in global society. The binary view of ageing also neglects individual differences and the 
diversity of experiences along the life course.

Several scholars argue that contemporary midlife norms and the omnipresent crisis 
discourse of population ageing must be understood within its wider social, economic, and 
political context, which includes midlife bias, neoliberal principles, marketisation, and 
welfare reforms (van Dyk 2014, 2016). In an environment where consumerism and the 
“individualization of risk and achievement” (van Dyk 2014: 95) are emphasised, vulnerability 
and dependency become ‘dangerous.’



ANNA GUSTAFSSON  |  ���WARNING! OLD AGE AHEAD!64

Homogenising people based on age, reproducing ageist attitudes, and a narrow and 
normative framework for the lifecycle, create a dangerous context in which to live. As 
Mullan (2000: 91) writes, “Today’s panic over the demographic time bomb is a sign of a 
society that feels itself to be in trouble – a sense of danger that is the outcome of social and 
political rather than demographic factors.” And it is this dangerous context, rather than the 
dangerous old, which we need to focus more of our attention towards. 
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ABSTRACT: For decades, US governments have prioritised public security and although the prison 
population has begun to stabilise, the US maintains its distinction as the world leader in its use 
of incarceration. Crime, punishment and harsher sentences are high on the political agenda. The 
focus of this article however, is a movement that is challenging this view and that is gaining 
momentum across the US: the prison abolition movement. This movement has been studied 
by activists, activist scholars, criminologists, sociologists, and geographers among others, and 
contemporary incarceration has been analysed and theorised in a historical context of racism and 
slavery. Still, it is only more recently that anthropologists have shown an interest in the movement. 
This article aims to show, through an ethnographic example, how prison abolitionists not only 
in theory but concretely in practice, situate contemporary incarceration in the context of racism, 
slavery, and historical struggles. Drawing from discussions on meeting ethnography, revived 
anthropological social movement theories, and analysis by scholar-activists in the prison abolition 
movement, the article focuses on one specific conference in Montgomery, Alabama, in 2019.

Keywords: prison abolition, social movement, activism, meeting ethnography, feminism, racism

Introduction  
Crime and punishment are high on the political agenda around the world and politicians 
of all persuasions discuss harsher sentences for those labelled criminals. The focus of this 
article however, is a movement that is currently challenging and turning this view upside 
down and that is gaining momentum across the US: the prison abolition movement. To 
many people this is an unknown social movement which has grown tremendously in the US 
during recent years.

For decades, US governments have prioritised public security and although the prison 
population has begun to stabilise, the US maintains its distinction as the world leader in its 
use of incarceration. Between 1980 and 2015, the number of people incarcerated in the US 
increased from about 500,000 to over 2.2 million. African Americans are incarcerated in 
state prisons at an average rate of 5.1 times that of white Americans, and in some states the 
rate is 10 times or more. The imprisonment rate for African American women is twice that 
of white women. Since 1970, the number of women in US jails has increased 14-fold, and 
the increase of women in US jails has far surpassed the growth of male prisoners (Swavola 
et al. 2016; Travis and Redburn 2014; Sentencing Project 2023, Shanahan and Kurti 2022: 
70; Kurti and Brown 2023). Khan also notes that “women are the fastest-growing sector of 
the prison population” (Khan 2022: 50, 58). 

In the US the ideas about prison abolition have gone from the margins toward the 
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mainstream and calls for abolition proliferate (Davis et al. 2022: xi). Abolition has come 
to be headlined in daily papers and Teen Vogue publishes articles with the tag “abolition”. 
There are discussions about the defunding of the police, and formerly incarcerated people 
open law offices (ibid.). Mariame Kaba, abolitionist, author, and organiser, well known 
among prison abolitionists, was on the New York Times Bestseller list in 2021 with her book 
We Do This ´Til We Free Us: Abolitionist Organizing and Transforming Justice (Kaba 2021). 

The prison abolition movement has been studied by activists, activist scholars, 
criminologists, sociologists, and geographers among others. Prison abolitionists have 
analysed and theorised contemporary incarceration from within the movement and situated 
contemporary incarceration in a historical context of racism and slavery. This seems to be 
one of the reasons for the growing achievements of the movement in the US (Gilmore 
2022; Davis et al. 2022; Kaba 2021; Alexander 2020). Still, it is only more recently that 
anthropologists have started showing an interest in the movement (Khan 2022). This article 
aims to explore, through an ethnographic example, how prison abolitionists not only in 
theory but in practice, situate contemporary incarceration in the context of slavery and 
historical struggles. I have chosen to focus on one specific conference in Montgomery, 
Alabama, in 2019, which included a visit by participants to The Legacy Museum: From 
Enslavement to Mass Incarceration and the related outdoor site National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice. I have further included one related and central autobiography, written by one 
of the conference participants. In the article, I will draw from revived anthropological social 
movement theories as well as analysis by scholar-activists in the prison abolition movement. 
Before I turn more directly to the meeting in Montgomery, I will briefly summarise some 
prior research on the prison abolition movement. 

Prison Abolition
The ‘carceral state’ tells us something about the society, and more generally, about norms 
for governance, according to Ortner (2016). Lancaster (2010: 63-76) talks about the rise of 
the punitive governance and titles one of his essays “Republic of Fear”. Other scholars have 
developed the concept of the “prison industrial complex” pointing out how the number of 
prisons has increased in an explosive way with mass incarceration, partly due to privatisation 
of prisons in the US since the 1980s (Davis 2003; Gilmore 2007, 2022; Alexander 2020; 
Harvey 2005; Sudbury 2013). Along the same lines, scholars have described police brutality 
and mass incarceration of the marginalised as neo-liberalisation in its roll-out phase, with 
new modes of governance, policies and programs that discipline, control, and criminalise 
marginalised social groups (Peck and Tickell 2002; Wacquant 2009). Foucault (1991) has 
been influential within many disciplines, anthropology included, not least in terms of 
understanding how individuals are formed by the prison system. 

Berger and Losier have, as late as in 2018, commented that even though carceral 
institutions and the experience of imprisonment have long interested scholars “prison 
activism is an emerging topic of scholarly interest” (Berger and Losier 2018: 5). 1 In other 
words, this is still an understudied area, specifically when it comes to movement networks 

1 Berger and Losier (2018) have given a review not only of the development of prisons in the US, but the 
historical development of activism and the prison abolition movement in the context of the US from 1865 to 
1998.
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among women within the movement (Berger and Losier 2018). 2

Prison abolition differs substantially from prison reform, and this has been theoretically 
discussed at length (e.g. Ben-Moshe 2013; Gilmore 2022; Davis et al. 2022; Kaba 2021). 
Prison reforms involve work for reforms within prisons and within society’s existing 
structure, while prison abolitionists critique racial capitalism and aim to change society 
structurally and radically.3 Mass incarceration is to prison abolitionists a continuation of 
slavery, by which the state exercises violence to uphold a discriminatory, racist, and capitalist 
society. In the recent book Abolition. Feminism. Now., abolition feminism is developed 
and put in a context of urgency by the authors (Davis et al. 2022). The prison abolition 
movement encompasses diverse views, thoughts, and opinions. Abolition has been described 
as a critical contested space with common commitments, but internal tension about how 
to best dismantle carceral institutions and find alternative ways (Kurti and Brown 2023: 
19; McLeod 2019).

The prison abolition movement encompasses women as well as men, but this article 
focuses on networks among women. The women active in the prison abolition networks 
were incarcerated during different historical and political US periods. Many were active in 
a time of the anti-colonial movements, the civil rights movement, and the Black Panthers 
and the Black Power movements in the 1960s and 1970s, when they largely saw themselves 
as part of a global political struggle (see also Collins 2006 and Spencer 2016). There are also 
white women in the broader networks, as well as in this conference, militant radicals who 
were active in networks, in support of the Black Power movement in the 1960s and 1970s. 
They know each other since long back, share the common experience of being incarcerated, 
now stand released, and are active in the prison abolition movement.

Berger and Losier (2018) note how Critical Resistance4 in the end of the 1990s became 
a clearing house for an abolitionism that re-emerged in the 21st century. They have pointed 
out how “abolitionism re-emerged through a host of social movements” and mention how 
the Global Justice Movement and the Environmental Justice Movement were the first ones 
to take up the issue, which later also became a topic in Black Lives Matter, Occupy Wall 
Street, in activism related to immigrants’ rights, among antiracist, feminists, and LGBTQ 
activists (ibid.: 180). 

Even though the prison abolition movement has existed since the 1990s in the US, 
with influential networks such as Critical Resistance and Incite,5 many scholars have argued 
that it was the George Floyd rebellion in Minneapolis in May 2020, which in a few days 

2 For a short overview of anti-carceral feminism, see Berger and Losier (2018: 124-132). See also Emily Thuma 
(2019). Scholars, anthropologists included, have earlier shown the importance of more ethnographical methods 
when studying punishment and the prison system as a formative institution, in the context of an increasingly 
racialised system of incarceration (Rhodes 2001; Piché and Walby 2009; Fassin 2017).
3 In an attempt to solve the tensions and conflict between revolutionaries and reformers during the New Left 
in the 1960s the Marxian Austrian French author André Gortz (1967) coined the concept of “non-reformist 
reforms”, a concept taken up and also discussed in the context of prison abolition today (Ben-Moshe 2013).
4 Critical Resistance is a network of prison abolitionists that has been influential, founded in California in 1997. 
Today the network has spread to Los Angeles, Oakland, Portland, and New York. Two of the initiators, Angela 
Y. Davis and Ruth Wilson Gilmore, are still active in the movement, as scholar activists and authors. Gilmore’s 
(2007) book Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California and Davis’ classic 
book Are Prisons Obsolete (2003) have become central to activists. More lately the book Abolition. Feminism. 
Now. (Davis et al. 2022) has received attention. 
5 For more about INCITE, see for example INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence (2016). 
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revived the movement and took it from the margins to the mainstream (Kaba 2020; Davis 
et al. 2022; Khan 2022). There was a collective expression of discontent and anger with 
state violence and against racial inequalities, and “abolitionists offered space for a critique 
that could normatively upend the criminal legal system’s claim to public safety” (Kurti and 
Brown 2023: 2).

Today the US prison abolition movement has spread through many new and diverse 
local, regional, and national networks also with a new generation of young activist leaders. 
These women from the younger generation were incarcerated and released in a more recent 
context, during a time of new anti-terrorism and anti-migration laws, with hip-hop, the 
Occupy movement, and the Black Lives Matter movement, as political forms of expression. 
They have grown up with social media, and communicate and practice activism through 
new media channels (Yang 2016, see also Lebron 2017).

Anthropology and the prison abolition movement 
In a recent review of works in the anthropology of mass incarceration, Aisha Khan has 
noted that “anthropology of carcerality is not a cohesive field of inquiry, largely because 
anthropology is still building its research agendas” (Khan 2022: 52).6 She deplores that 
“anthropological research on carcerality remains outpaced by other disciplines, particularly 
sociology, criminology and geography” (ibid.: 51) and notes that this is also commented 
on by many others, such as for example, Rhodes (2001), Gusterson (2007), and Fassin 
(2017). Khan (2022) has further demonstrated how anthropology could contribute to these 
studies and argues that anthropology’s interest in kinship could be a productive approach 
to understand carcerality in the US. In this article, I similarly explore how anthropology’s 
revived theoretical and methodological interest in social movements could be combined 
with the analysis by activist scholars, involved in the prison abolition movement in the US. 

Since the end of the 1990s anthropological studies on social movements and activism 
have been grounded in ethnographic fieldwork and revived network theories. Anthropologists 
have contributed with ethnographic studies to the re-emergent field of social movement 
research (Alvarez, Dagnini and Escobar 1998; Escobar 2020; Juris 2008, 2012; Razsa and 
Kurnik 2012; Bodirsky 2022) and ethnographically as well as theoretically, combined 
descriptions and analysis of the dark side of the world with alternative visions of the future 
(Ortner 2016). To participate in meetings is a central part of social movement activities. 
Meetings will help us to understand something about, for example, social movements, 
but they have still not been given their due attention among anthropologists, and meeting 
ethnography should be put more in focus (Sandler and Thedvall 2017: 2). 7 

Meetings have so far played a central role in my project and this article focuses, as 
said, on one specific conference. I had earlier met many of the people among the conference 
participants in Montgomery in other meetings.8 Kendall and Silver (2017: 42) have 

6 The review has its focus on studies outside the actual physical sites of imprisonment and is thus relevant in this 
context. 
7 Meetings are central to social movement and in earlier projects on activism, I have spent a large part of my 
time in meetings; in Buddha viharas in Birmingham and Wolverhampton in Great Britain, in Indian villages in 
Uttar Pradesh and in political offices (Hardtmann 2007), and also in the “meeting of meetings” the World Social 
Forums; in Mumbai in India, in Belèm in Brazil and in Nairobi in Kenya (Hardtmann 2017).
8 The project has run on a slow pace since it started in 2017, due to other commitments.   
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commented that meetings do not make sense in themselves, but it requires that we bring 
meeting observations into dialogue with other methods such as, for example, interviews, 
participant observation, and document analysis. Anthropologists have also shown how 
meetings in social movements must be understood in a broader context (e.g. Alvarez et al. 
1998; Graeber 2009; Juris and Khasnabish 2013; Escobar 2020). A meeting ethnography 
methodology requires that we combine “institutional and global ethnographic methods that 
situate and connect the meeting to macro-political economic and social environments in 
which the meeting comes to make sense” (Kendall and Silver 2017: 42).  

The classic article by Marcus (1995) about following the field, three decades later, still 
remains an inspiration to many anthropologists in multi-sited fieldworks, not least when it 
comes to social movements. Scholars today have a better understanding of how ethnographic 
material from multi-sited fieldwork could be theoretically framed (Hannerz 2003; Osterweil 
2004; Graeber 2009; Juris and Khasnabish 2013; Ortner 2016; Falzon 2016; Escobar 
2020). My interest in the US prison abolition movement has grown in tandem with my 
ongoing project on prison abolition activism in Sweden and the Nordic countries in the 
1960s and 1970s.9 The meeting ethnography in this article is not an isolated occasion in the 
movement, and similarly not in my own project. It is part of a broader context in which I 
have used various methods, including participant observation, semi-structured interviews, 
visits to offices, archive studies, reading of autobiographies, collecting material, objects and 
much more, in what was phrased by Gusterson (1997) as polymorphous engagement, self-
evident among anthropologists today, not least in geographically spread-out fields such as 
social movements.10 Let me now turn more directly to the Montgomery conference.

The conference in Montgomery, Alabama
It was not by chance that the conference took place in Montgomery, but the location for 
the conference in October 2019 was chosen carefully, for the fact of it being loaded with 
symbolism. Montgomery is the city in Alabama well known for the bus boycott in 1955, 
when Rosa Parks turned against racism and segregation, refusing to give up her seat to a 
white person, becoming a symbol for the civil rights movement, along with Martin Luther 
King. In March 2019, more than six decades after the Montgomery Bus Boycott, 700 
people, formerly incarcerated women activists, with families, friends, and allies mainly from 
all over the country but also abroad, representing about 200 organisations, arrived at this 
three-day conference in one of the hotels in the city. 

During the three-day conference there were key speeches in the enormous main hall, 

9 The activists in Sweden were pioneering at the time and successful in many ways, with a large public support, 
but the movement faded away in the 1980s, and prison abolition is today an unthinkable stance in Sweden. 
The ethnography in this essay is thus part of an ongoing broader research project about prison abolitionism in 
Sweden (and Norway) in the 1960s and 1970s. For more about the Nordic prison abolition movement, see for 
example Adamson et al. (2004), Mathiesen (1974, 2004, 2015 [1974]), Tham (2004, 2022), Edling (2004). 
There are many similarities with the contemporary prison abolitionist activism in the US. Still, the activism takes 
place in different historical time periods, different geographical areas, the activists refer to very different histories, 
and belong to different political, socio-economic and cultural contexts. 
10 In the last few decades of anthropology, we have seen intense discussions on the relation between scholars, 
activists, and activist scholars, and further on the need to decolonise anthropology, related to epistemological and 
ontological questions (see, for example, Harrison 2010, 2018; McGranahan and Rizvi 2016; Kuokkanen 2008; 
Smith 2012; Casas-Cortés et al. 2008; Khan 2022). I have had all reasons to reflect on my own role in the field.
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organised with 70 round-tables hosting ten people each. This was where we ate our buffet 
breakfasts and lunches when the main panels were being presented on the stage. Some of the 
speeches from the main stage drew much applause and at times people in the large hall stood 
up applauding, shouting appreciation, documenting speeches with cell phones. The format 
with buffets and the many round-tables made it possible to meet and connect with new 
people in small groups and there were many visiting cards changing hands. I had met many 
of the activists who came for the Montgomery conference before. The networks overlap; 
this actually meant that many participants knew each other from before, even though this 
conference was also an opportunity for people to get to know new people. 

There were time slots with a large number of parallel break-out sessions or workshops 
to choose between. There were more than 40 panels all together. Each day there were also a 
number of sessions, which took up general topics such as “Women and the Prison Industrial 
Complex”, or “Care not Cages, Women First”, but also more specific issues, with titles 
such as, “Clemency – Am I ready to Apply?”, discussing more in detail how to prepare for 
clemency. A central recurring theme during the conference was the mother-child relation 
and in a number of panels the family was in focus, such as “Family Reunification, Equity 
and Empowerment”. Others were directed to specific age groups, such as “Releasing Aging 
People in Prison” or “Still We Rise: Building Sisterhood and Youth Power”. In the evenings 
there were dance performances, poetry readings, and art displays to join. 

The activists organise in networks with discriminated and formerly incarcerated people 
in other parts of the world (Coyle and Scott 2021; see also Davis et al. 2022: 49f ). One of the 
morning plenaries was titled “Reimagining Communities Around the World: Connecting 
with Our Sisters Overseas”. The plenary was an opportunity for international participants to 
introduce themselves and the work they carried out outside of the US. The panel included 
speeches by the main organisers of the conference, and also speeches by women from Brazil, 
Argentina, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic. According to the organisers the aim of 
this plenary was to “build bridges of solidarity and activism with sisters across borders”.

Over the last decades we have seen new and radical directions in the anthropology 
of resistance and activism which have shed light on how challenges to the existing order 
can be constructed (Ortner 2016). In movements, such as Occupy and the Global Justice 
Movement, the activists organised and reorganised flexibly and the network constellations 
changed according to situational demands, similar to what was discussed in a classic article 
by Gerlach and Hine already in 1970 (Gerlach and Hine 1970), and recognised by many 
scholars (Eschle and Maiguashca 2010; Juris 2008; Razsa and Kurnik 2012; Routledge et al. 
2006; Hardtmann 2017). The increased use of social media has also changed the forms of the 
movement networks (Juris 2008, 2012).11 The activists and activists-scholars in the prison 
abolition movement seem to similarly reorganize according to the context and situation.12 
They are however not only in the process of creating national and transnational networks in 
a contemporary context, but are also trying to relate to and analyse historical connections, 
which I will now address more directly here on.

11 Digital activism is still a broad field without much of coherent mode of inquiry (Kaun and Uldam 2018). 
For a useful review of anthropological and ethnographic research on social movements and visual media, see N. 
Bajoghli (2023).
12 For discussion about the relation between activists, scholars and activist scholars, see for example Holmes and 
Marcus (2008), Juris (2008), Kunnath (2013), Hardtmann et al. (2016), Bodirsky (2022).
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The Legacy Museum and The National Memorial 
One of the main reasons for holding the national conference specifically in the city of 
Montgomery was The Legacy Museum: From Enslavement to Mass Incarceration, which 
had just been newly opened in 2018, one year before this conference was conducted. The 
museum displays the historical connection between slavery and the contemporary prison 
system, similar to what is discussed within the movement. In this sense, the museum is a 
materialisation of the ideas already present in theoretical frameworks developed by activists-
scholars (see, e.g. Gilmore 2022). According to the organisers of the conference, one 
particular and explicit idea was also to put the participants’ own individual experiences in 
the context of contemporary mass incarceration, and also in the broader historical context 
of structural racism and slavery. 

The Legacy Museum is connected to the outdoor site of the National Memorial for 
Peace and Justice and they were both built by the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) (https://eji.
org/about/), an NGO started in 1989.13 At the very beginning of the conference, many 
participants visited the Legacy Museum and the National Memorial, and in between panels 
and workshops during the three-day conference, participants went in their own small groups 
to tour and experience these. The museum is built on a site in Montgomery where enslaved 
Black people were imprisoned before auction, and just some blocks away from one of the 
former largest slavery auction sites in the US. When you enter the museum, it is through 
a completely dark hallway. The sounds that surround you will place you in the warehouse 
that once existed on this geographical site. You are immediately taken back in time in 
an obvious sense. Coming out of the hallway you enter a photo exhibition, and you are 
taken through history, from the time of slavery up to present time with mass incarceration. 
Contemporary structural racism and the present prison system are related to and presented 
in the context of slavery in great historical detail. This is a room where many participants 
from the conference spent hours on end; many people also went back to the museum to go 
through the experience once again.

The museum exhibits the connection between slavery and the contemporary prison 
system by different means. This relation may not be obvious when you enter the museum, 
but the detailed history is presented in many diverse forms and with new technology and 
involving all senses. Slavery in the 18th and 19th century and its abolishment in the mid-
19th century are described in detail. Next, we get a detailed history of the terror lynchings 
that followed after the abolishment of slavery, as a new tool of racial control.14 The exhibition 
shows that when public lynching was seen as inhuman and was abandoned for moral reasons, 
the lynching then moved indoors, and now took the form of execution and death sentences 
in the prisons. 

In the museum you get to know the history of slavery, illustrated by personal life 

13 EJI describe in the homepage how they provide legal representation to people who have been illegally 
convicted, unfairly sentenced, or abused in state jails and prisons. They organise workshops, spread information, 
and represent people who have wrongly been sentenced to the death penalty in the US. Since 1989 they have 
been able to free 130 people, who would have been executed in prison. https://eji.org/racial-justice/ .  
14 EJI has documented racial terror lynchings and according to the EJI homepage: “EJI has documented 4,084 
racial terror lynchings in 12 Southern states between the end of Reconstruction in 1877 and 1950, which is at 
least 800 more lynchings in these states than previously reported. EJI has also documented more than 300 racial 
terror lynchings in other states during this time period.” https://eji.org/racial-justice/ . 
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stories. The history runs up to contemporary times, and into the present. Entering one 
of the rooms, you find four telephone booths at the centre, which give the image of a 
contemporary visitors’ room in prison. When you pick up one of the phone receivers you 
will be placed face to face with an incarcerated person on the other side of the glass window, 
through new technology. The technology makes the image hyperreal, and you get to listen to 
a personal life story, told in three minutes, now contextualised within the broader historical 
framework of slavery, mass incarceration, and contemporary structural racism. 

After a visit to the museum, where hours were spent by many in small groups, there 
was a short walk or a few minutes ride in a shuttle bus to The National Memorial for 
Peace and Justice. This is a six-acre outdoor site which is connected to the museum, as said. 
It is described on the homepage as a “sacred space for truth-telling and reflection about 
racial terror in America and its legacy” and here the artistic expressions are central (https://
museumandmemorial.eji.org/).

For one to walk through the site of the National Memorial, is to walk through history. 
As you enter, you are among sculptures on slavery. Centrally placed on a small hill are more 
than 800 hanging Corten steel monuments:

The memorial structure on the center of the site is constructed of over 800 corten steel 
monuments, one for each county in the United States where a racial terror lynching 
took place. The names of the lynching victims are engraved on the columns. https://
museumandmemorial.eji.org/memorial 

The National Memorial Park, akin to the Museum, takes the visitors from slavery, through 
the civil rights movement with the Montgomery Bus Boycott, to contemporary times with 
racially biased criminal justice and police violence, as described on EJI’s homepage: 

EJI then leads visitors on a journey from slavery, through lynching and racial terror, with 
text, narrative, and monuments to the lynching victims in America. In the center of the site, 
visitors will encounter a memorial square, built in collaboration with MASS Design Group. 
The memorial experience continues through the civil rights era made visible with a sculpture 
by Dana King dedicated to the women who sustained the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Finally, 
the memorial journey ends with contemporary issues of police violence and racially biased 
criminal justice expressed in a final work created by Hank Willis Thomas. The memorial 
displays writing from Toni Morrison and Elizabeth Alexander, words from Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr., and a reflection space in honor of Ida B. Wells. https://museumandmemorial.
eji.org/memorial 

With the help of sculptures, explanatory texts, and writings by well-known authors, we are 
again made to understand how contemporary racism, including a biased criminal justice 
system, is not only related to a violent and racist history, but are also reminded of how 
contemporary activists belong in a long tradition of collective struggle against racism.

In the National Memorial too, the conference participants walked together in couples 
or small groups. The Legacy Museum and the National Memorial for Peace and Justice 
point out how the myth of racial inferiority has not been eradicated, but instead cuts across 
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generations, and is now seen in the contemporary criminal justice system. This was taken 
up again in speeches, panels, and sessions during the conference. The trips to the Legacy 
Museum and the National Memorial recurrently came up during panels and workshops, as 
also during lunches and at the end of the day. This emotional side of the conference made 
it differ drastically from most other conferences. The conference was set in the midst of 
history. It was carefully planned to take place more specifically in the contexts of first, the 
legacy of slavery; and second, the historical struggle against racism. 

In this conference and through meeting ethnography, we find processes of 
communicative interaction among participants, cognitive practices, as it was described rather 
early, by Eyerman and Jamison (1991: 48). What is expressed and significant in the prison 
abolition movement and in the Montgomery conference is a socially constructive force, 
social action, from where new knowledge originates, and new perspectives on contemporary 
incarceration as related to slavery, are developed. In the formative processes of creating 
new knowledge and networks, autobiographies have an important role to play, which I 
will now explore.

Autobiographies
Life stories have a large part to play in the movement, not only in the Legacy Museum, 
but also in the form of autobiographies. Some women at the conference have written 
their autobiographies, and one central book is written by Susan Burton (2017), one of 
the conference participants. Burton’s book was the first one to be put into my hand and 
just when I got in contact with the movement, and it was with her colleagues and others 
I walked through the National Memorial for Peace and Justice. The writings by activist 
practitioners and political intellectuals in the movement are of main importance to 
understand the history of the movement as well as the contemporary processes when the 
prison abolitionists are now increasingly finding common ground with various nationwide 
and global movement networks. 

Angela Y. Davis (2017 [1974]) describes her well-known autobiography from 1974 
as a political autobiography, in which the collective struggle is put forward rather than the 
personal stories (ibid: xvi, italics in origin).15 The collective struggle is emphasised in the 
autobiographies, but also in panels and sessions during many contemporary prison abolition 
conferences. The autobiographies of Davis (2017 [1974]), Shakur (1987) and Brown (1992), 
three of the activists of the Black Power movement in the 1960s have been compared and 
discussed in detail by Margo Perkins (2000), and notably, she wrote two decades back: 

The works by Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and Elaine Brown are, to date [in 2000], the 
only book-length autobiographies published by women on the front lines of the Black Power 
Movement. (Perkins 2000: xiv).

Much has happened in the last two decades with the revived Black Lives Matter, and the 
flourishing prison abolition movement in the US. There are now a number of autobiographies 
by lesser-known women, such as Susan Burton, who are still central and well-known within 

15 See also a more recent interview with Davis (2020) at https://platypus1917.org/2021/07/03/bridging-theory-
and-practice-an-interview-with-angela-davis/ 
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the movement, taking inspiration from earlier activists, situating themselves politically 
in a broader contemporary and historic struggle. Burton is well known among prison 
abolitionists by her book Becoming Ms. Burton: From Prison to Recovery to Leading the Fight 
for Incarcerated Women (Burton and Lynn 2017), which was distributed for free to women 
in prisons after it was published in 2017. After her release she opened a re-entry house for 
other women, just released from prison. She was one of the women in the conference in 
Montgomery, and her organisation was in charge of one of the well-attended break-out 
sessions at the conference. 

In the book, Burton elaborates her own background, and her individual life story of 
economic poverty, violence, and assaults are portrayed at length. When she lost her five-year-
old son in a car accident she became addicted to crack heroine. Burton describes danger, 
violence, and self-defence, in relation to the individual violent men in her life, discusses 
structural and gendered violence, and calls upon women to organise and enter into activism. 
For 15 years she spent periods in prison, until she got into a rehabilitation centre. Burton 
situates herself in a broader context as well, and relates her own life to the prison-industrial 
complex, but also to the Black Lives Matter movement, and the struggle of others (Burton 
and Lynn 2017: 249). 

At the end of the book, she puts her own life in the light of history and situates her 
experiences in the context of the well-known Selma to Montgomery March in 1965. She 
begins the chapter titled The Movement in the following way:

Fifty years ago, they were six hundred brave and strong. On March 8, 2015, I stood, above 
the Alabama River, feet planted on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, named for the Confederate 
general and grand dragon of the Alabama Ku Klux Klan. I could almost taste the blood 
spilled on that Sunday, March 7, 1965. Blood of the peaceful protestors on the “Walk for 
Freedom” from Selma to the state capital of Montgomery. (Burton and Lynn 2017: 273)

Similar to the presentations in the Legacy Museum and the National Memorial, Burton 
situates contemporary incarceration in a historical context and connects her own life in a 
very physical and embodied way to earlier struggles:

Here in Dallas County, now 80 percent black and the poorest county in Alabama, with 
nearly a third of the population living below poverty line, I stood on the bridge […] with the 
Formerly Incarcerated and Convicted People’s Movement. We’d lost gains of the civil rights 
movement on the back of the criminal justice system. […] We held a sign that said, “FROM 
THE BACK OF THE BUS TO THE FRONT OF THE PRISON” (Burton and Lynn 
2017: 274f, capital letters in original)

The foreword to the book is written by the author Michelle Alexander, well-known among 
prison abolitionists for her book The New Jim Crow (2020). On the very first page itself, 
Alexander depicts a woman who opens up doors, holds hands with mothers, offers food and 
shelter, organises others, becomes an inspiration, and is a proud abolitionist and freedom 
fighter. Alexander writes: “Some people know this woman by the name Harriet Tubman. I 
know her as Susan” (Alexander 2017: ix). “Abolitionist” is used in two different contexts, not 
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only by Alexander, but more generally in the movement. Alexander connects Susan Burton 
and contemporary prison abolitionists directly to Harriet Tubman and abolitionists in the 
time of slavery. By way of her writing, she makes us realise immediately the historical link 
between contemporary struggle against racism among prison abolitionists, and the struggle 
against slavery.

Even though Burton presents her very personal life story, her writings could be seen as a 
political autobiography, in which the importance of collective struggle is emphasised. Political 
autobiographies have come to play a central role in the US prison abolition movement, and 
have become important extensions of the political work, as also for practicing transformative 
justice action (Kaba 2021; Davis et al. 2022; see also Perkins 2000: 149 and Polletta 2006). 

Concluding comment
During the Montgomery conference, as also in the Legacy Museum, or in The National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice, or for that matter in the autobiography discussed, 
contemporary incarceration is historically related to slavery, and the activists connect their 
own life stories to this history. As said, two parallel histories are presented: first, the history 
of discrimination and racism; and second, the collective and organised struggle against it. 

The activists in Montgomery establish themselves as historically connected, but also 
as transnationally allied with others across geographical distances. (Coyle and Scott (eds.) 
2021; see also Davis et al. 2022). The breakfast plenary was an explicit attempt to connect 
to others and titled, Reimagining Communities Around the World: Connecting with Our 
Sisters Overseas. This is just one example among many others. However, in the transnational 
context – rather than emphasising the history of slavery – the activists highlight their 
common situation with others; being discriminated against on diverse grounds, being part 
of a common and global struggle against discrimination, and a global capitalist system, 
closely related to the prison system (Sudbury 2013; Davis et al. 2022; Gilmore 2007). In 
this context, prison abolition is often combined with, and overlaps with, feminist networks 
(Davis et al. 2022). 

With ethnographic studies, anthropologists have contributed to the re-emergent 
field of social movement research, and combined analysis of the dark side of the world 
with alternative visions of the future, as noted by Ortner (2016). Interestingly, prison 
abolitionists are closely related to anthropologists, when it comes to exposing the dark side 
of history, analysing the danger of contemporary racialised state violence and imprisonment, 
still demonstrating the urgency of an alternative future, and new ways of linking theory 
with practice. In some often-quoted sentences, Gilmore has given an answer to those who 
criticise abolitionism for being negative, and about breaking it all down: 

What the world will become already exists in fragments and pieces, experiments and 
possibilities. So those who feel in the gut deep anxiety that abolition means knock it all down, 
scorch the earth and start something new, let that go. Abolition is building the future from 
the present, in all of the ways we can. (Gilmore 2019).

In Networking Futures, Juris (2008) discusses in a similar vein, micro-political practices, 
and looks at self-organisation as “part of a wider network ideal, which inspires concrete 
networking practices within specific social, cultural and political contexts” (ibid:16, italics 
mine). Networks in social movements are not just an organisational form, but the processes 
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of creating networks could also be seen as an important part of a vision (Juris 2008). 
By connecting to a genealogy of women activists in history, as well as to transnational 
prison abolitionist and women’s networks across geographical distances, the activists in 
Montgomery contribute to a broader vision of emancipation. (see, e.g. Burton and Lynn 
2017; James 2013; Kaba 2021; Davis et al. 2022; Gilmore 2007). With ethnography from 
the Montgomery conference, I hope to have given glimpses of what it may look like, not 
only in theory but more concretely in practice, when prison abolitionists come together to 
create and recreate networks, knowledge, and visions of a society without fear and danger.
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ABSTRACT: Using empirical data from fieldwork conducted at a city office in Sweden, the article 
reflects on how the staff contextualise diversity in such a way that allows them to seamlessly fade 
in and out between making cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity relevant and irrelevant. Using 
the concepts of post-Otherness and postmigration, I argue that categories built around ethnic, 
religious, and cultural stereotypes were made irrelevant by the staff in the office context, while still 
being significant to them to understand and define society outside the office.
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Introduction: Avoiding the migranticization lens
Using the concepts of post-Otherness and postmigration, this article aims at showing how 
cultural and ethnic stereotypes are made irrelevant for the daily work at a city office in 
Sweden, while still playing a crucial role for the staff, in describing and understanding 
society outside the office. Although diversity at the office, in terms of ethnicity, religion, 
and cultural background roughly mirrors the demography of the city, I argue that the staff 
contextualised this diversity in such a way that it allowed them to seamlessly fade in and 
out between making cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity relevant while understanding 
society, but irrelevant in the office environment itself. 

The empirical data for this article emanates from participant observation and interviews 
at a middle-sized city office in Sweden. Sorting out the material from fieldwork, concepts 
such as superdiversity (Vertovec 2007, 2019), ethos of mixing (Wessendorf 2014), cultural 
negotiation (Goodhall 2014; Armstrong and Baillie 2012; Wise and Velayutham 2009b), 
and different forms of urban etiquette (Anderson 2011) well known from research on 
diversity, were not sufficient to describe or analyse how the staff organised social interaction. 
This became the enigma that led to this article, in which postmigration and post-Otherness 
have been used as heuristic tools to show how a practice of sociality was formed at the office, 
implicitly challenging the idea that in a multicultural society, cultural, ethnic, and religious 
identities are always at the core of social interaction. 

The article starts with a short introduction in this section to the conundrum encountered 
during fieldwork. Following this, the next section includes a presentation of workplaces as 
field sites. A conceptual discussion follows, which provides working definitions for the terms 
postmigration and post-Otherness. After that follows the main ethnographic section in which 
material is presented and discussed in relation to the analytical concepts to understand how 
the staff related to cultural diversity and integration. The article concludes with a discussion 
in which the demotic practice of sociality at the office is given an explicit form in terms of 
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enduring post-Otherness.
This article takes its point of departure in the notion that Sweden is a postmigration 

society, implying that migration and diversity have become part and parcel of everyday 
life. This has led to animated debates about identity, diversity, and integration in politics 
as well as research. In one way or another, the whole population is affected by, and related 
to these issues. Migration cannot any longer be seen as a transient phenomenon, but has 
become an omnipresent component of society and everyday life. These developments follow 
an international trend, which has in turn triggered vast research on commonplace diversity 
as well as integration. In most academic texts, commonplace diversity is habitually situated 
in sites like parks, malls, neighbourhoods, and cafes where encounters are ephemeral and 
momentary and described using terms such as urban etiquette or cosmopolitanism (Anderson 
2011; Galipo 2019; Valentine 2008; Wessendorf 2014, chap 4-5; Wise and Velayutham 
2009a, 2009b; Neal et al. 2018). Although tensions and conflicts can arise in these kinds 
of encounters, they are often flavoured by an air of conviviality, even if that is just a way of 
concealing resentment. On the other hand, if integration is at the heart of attention, research 
tends to focus on problems, conflict, and resistance that is allegedly derived from segregation 
(Fassin 2013; Sernhede 2022; see also Schinkel 2019 and the responses to his article in 
Comparative Migration Studies for an extensive debate on the concept of migration and 
integration). With a slight oversimplification, two ‘typical’ sites in research on diversity and 
integration have emerged. First, the semi-public space, such as the park or neighbourhood, 
in which differences are negotiated, mixed, and potentially productive; and the second, such 
as European suburbs, where differences are accentuated, conflictual, and problematic (and 
where ethnic and religious identities are a focus for discrimination and marginalisation). 
This division has multiple (and often legitimate) reasons linked to specific research 
questions, the socio-political materiality of a place, or the methodology applied. However, 
critiques of integration and migration research (Schinkel 2017; Dahinden 2016; Caglar and 
Glick Schiller 2016, 2018) have pointed out that as long as ‘the migrant’ is in focus as the 
research object, sometimes and variously termed a migranticization lens, ethnicity biased 
research, or methodological nationalism, such research inevitably foregrounds either one 
or the other (the productive or destructive) of these ‘sites’ and ends up (as well as start out) 
with the ‘migrant’ as a specific category. Focusing research on ‘the migrant’ carries with it 
an implicit assumption about diversity as an exception rather than constitutive of society 
(Schinkel 2017).

To avoid this polarisation, the staff at the office where fieldwork was conducted, was 
approached as any local population would be, irrespective of their origins or background, 
and an effort was made to explore that which “remains unseen when researchers begin with 
the assumption that although sociabilities can be built across difference, ethno-religious 
differences always remain central in interactions that involve people of migrant background” 
(Caglar and Glick Schiller 2016: 18). 

Method: anthropology at a workplace
In a seminal quote, Geertz stated that “Anthropologists don’t study villages … they study 
in villages” (Geertz 1973: 22, italics in original), meaning that anthropology should 
address general questions about society, or broad thematic research issues, through a 
detailed ethnography of everyday life. Anthropology has since experienced a proliferation 
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of methodologies trying to adjust the ‘village approach’ to an ever more fluent and mobile 
society (in a way presuming that the village society was not). One strategy has been to situate 
the researcher in the social flow, doing fieldwork in such places as malls, parks, and cafes, 
alternatively moving together with informants, or concepts, tracing them through different 
sites. Others have tried to find places where people do hang out together for a while, such 
as schools and neighbourhoods but even then, social encounters seem to be transient and 
fleeting. Although there exist a substantial number of studies of workplaces with a focus 
on working environment and organisation, peculiarly few anthropologists have chosen 
to do fieldwork at workplaces not to study work or organisations, but to study broader 
social phenomena. To paraphrase Geertz, we need more anthropologists who “don’t study 
workplaces [but] study in workplaces”, using workplaces as field sites to address general 
questions in social sciences. 

Workplaces are sites where people meet over the years, they socialise, fight, fall in 
love, in a way one is reminded of the classical village, the actual people come and go, but 
the structures reproduce new staff cum inhabitants, with the difference that suddenly, at 
five o’clock, everyone goes home and leaves the village empty.1 So perhaps the workplace 
has more in common with a church or a ritual than a village. Whatever the metaphor 
that might be most appropriate, these (the village, the church, the ritual) are all places 
where anthropology has envisaged narratives about society being enunciated, negotiated, 
and established. The working hypothesis here is that this is true for workplaces as well. 
The workplace is a site where new narratives and practices are emerging, not necessarily 
just about ‘society,’ or the nation, or Sweden in this case, but about, and in the form of 
practices of everyday interaction, modes of interaction, and negotiations of social relations 
that are intertwined with broader societal structures and discourses. So, doing fieldwork in 
these places and asking classical anthropological questions about how sociality is formulated, 
expressed, and negotiated can be the key to understanding the broader society that the 
interlocutors (and in this case the researcher) are actually part of.2

Just as in my first fieldwork in Indonesia many years ago, certain taken-for-granted 
assumptions were quickly dispersed when fieldwork at the office started. Growing up in 
Sweden, during elementary school (1969-1980) and later while working in the heavy industry 
(1980-1986), a certain ethnic ‘enclavisation’ was in place. For example, in school and at 
work, Finnish migrants had their specific groups and communities; Polish and Hungarian 
work migrants arriving between the 1950s to 1970s, had their coffee breaks together with 
each other; and an odd single West African migrant never found a space in which he could 
join. This was also a way of organising and describing society that was reproduced in various 
academic literature. When I later taught courses in multiculturalism at the university, people 
were described as organising and identifying in line with ethnicity, religion, and culture. This 
insistence on classifying people in terms of ethnicity, religion, and culture is still reproduced 

1 Workplaces are diverse, in this case a ‘classical 9-5’ office was chosen. The reason for this was to have the 
opportunity to work in a place were people sustained relations over time, and with a staff that met on a regular 
basis.
2 Defining workplaces as field sites was based on the notion that they are sites in which people do meet regularly 
over time and navigate social encounters. Apart from that, in Sweden, the political definition of integration more 
or less corresponds with the idea of getting people out on the job market (although a more value-based discourse 
is gaining ground in which being integrated does not mean getting a job but to adhere to Swedish norms and 
values).
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in contemporary Swedish media and political debates. Although I set out to explore new 
ways of socialising over (or beyond) these stereotypical divisions, a presumption was that 
some of these patterns would still be recognisable at the office. For several reasons however, 
this was not the case. One might be that the office was just too small to have those kinds of 
ethnic divisions. But, as will be developed in the empirical section later, it was also that the 
diversity in a way, was too profound to allow for those kinds of ethnic pacts. In any case, my 
ingrained folk views on how a multicultural local society worked, were severely challenged. 
There was obviously a need for new concepts to understand and describe the field.

Postmigration and post-Otherness: the art and politics of living together with differences
Using the two concepts – postmigration and post-Otherness – I argue that moments in 
which stereotypes of Othering are made irrelevant, such as in the office, have a potential 
to transcend their contingent character and transform into everyday practices. However, 
as these practices are mundane and colloquial, they go unnoticed and have not translated 
into social or political narratives, although they do challenge dominant discourses in which 
diversity is alleged to create conflicts in terms of failed integration and multiculturalism.

Although not explicitly asking about origins, yet getting acquainted with the office, 
and through personal interviews, starting to notice the broad variety of ethnic, cultural, 
and occasional religious backgrounds among the staff, Wessendorf ’s ethos of mixing3 was 
expected to become part of the analysis, and perhaps that cultural negotiations and urban 
etiquette would come in as handy concepts to describe the sociality at work in the office. 

However, when presenting the research, a slight consternation arose among the staff. 
They did relate to the interest in diversity and integration since their work consisted of 
facilitating translation services, booking interpreters to help new arrivals to get in contact 
with Swedish authorities and social services, and their initial response was that a project 
concerned with cultural diversity should be located in the everyday life of the interpreters. 
In my view that was a bit on the side, since the research objectives were focused on how 
diversity was formulated at Swedish workplaces, hence in their office. They, on the other 
hand wondered why a researcher should hang around at the office to study diversity or 
integration. I had to admit that my expectations were somewhat ethnocentric in relation to 
the field site. What I experienced as obvious and striking – the diversity in ethnic, religious, 
and cultural background among the staff – was not anything they contributed with any 
specific significance. A new approach was needed to describe the situation in order to name 
and define it. Two concepts, postmigration and post-Otherness became heuristic tools to 
start understanding the form of sociality encountered in the office and to help reformulate 
the approach to the field site.

Anne Ring Petersen, Moritz Schramm, and Frauke Wiegand (2019a, 2019b, 2019c) 
and Anna Meera Gaonkar, Astrid Sophie Øst Hansen, Hans Christian Post and Moritz 

3 Living in a superdiverse society, the ethos of mixing becomes an explicit value, “Interacting with people who are 
different in their religious, ethnic, educational or socio-economic background …is commonplace” (Wessendorf 
2014, p. 102). Not mixing becomes the deviation of the norm. However, there is an implicit ‘although’ in the 
ethos of mixing. Although being aware of cultural, ethnic, and religious differences one should mix (socialise) to 
avoid conflicts, as epitomised in a citation used by Wessendorf in a subheading on p. 117, “You should not forget 
where you come from, but you must interact.” Although the ethos of mixing is an explicit value, the cultural, 
ethnic, and religious differences are still premiere categories in defining the form of interaction.
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Schramm (2021) provide a comprehensive overview of the development and use of the 
concept of postmigration. One way of conceptualising postmigration is to apply it to describe 
a condition of societies characterised by debates and negotiations concerning “Who are we?” 
(Ring Petersen et al. 2019a: 7). Such societies are full of tensions, conflicts, and negotiations 
concerning this question, and are obsessed with understanding themselves as defined 
by migration. Ring Petersen et al. define the postmigration society as a historical period 
characterised by irreversible migration. This does not only affect cities with a heterogeneous 
population, but it is also evident in rural and sparsely populated areas with few migrants, 
where issues of migration are central topics of discussion. The differences in attitudes are not 
mainly between urban-rural, right-left, low-highly educated, but between a basic approach 
to diversity as natural/good or unnatural/bad (Norris and Inglehart 2019).

Hence, postmigration is a way of describing a condition, but it also indicates an 
analytical approach. In Ring Petersen’s account (Ring Petersen et al. 2019b) academics 
apply the concept to avoid what, for example, Römhild (2017) has termed ‘migrantology,’ 
that is, research on integration that takes its point of departure in an implicit notion of 
homogenous collectives defined by the absence or presence of a history of migration. In that 
case diversity (and especially cultural, ethnic, and religious differences) becomes a category 
of exception and not a constitutive part of society. The concept of postmigration signals an 
analytical approach that does not focus on specific groups marked as ‘ethnic minorities’ or 
migrants; yet, it is still characterised by an interest in social heterogeneity and change as 
integral dynamics of society. It provides a broad analytical point of departure for research 
that tries to move beyond pre-defined categories, and instead focuses on the changing forms 
of sociality in contemporary societies. 

Although ‘post’ is a problematic prefix, signalling that something has passed, I have 
chosen (also due to the lack of any better concept) to keep the post prefix. In this article the 
term ‘postmigration’ is used as a heuristic device, iterating between a descriptive and analytical 
mode. Putting on the postmigration glasses, the society is irreversibly and profoundly 
constituted by migration, going, staying, and leaving. That means that the category of 
‘migrant’ is not any longer an exception but the rule, hence the ‘post’. Postmigration, as 
used in this paper, means that the category of migrant is taken to be a standard, rather 
than exception. Post does not signal the end, or after migration but the normalisation of 
migration as a constitutive phenomenon of society. Post means after the time when migrant 
versus non-migrant was a telling and meaningful core distinction to explain and understand 
society. Ergo, if the description starts out with the observation that a constitutive force of 
society is migration, the analytical research question becomes what ‘constitutive’ implies 
when it comes to everyday social interaction.4

A second term that is related (but not necessarily so) to postmigration is post-Otherness, 
referring to moments of social interaction when stereotypes entrenched in a colonial history 
of othering are transcended or outmoded. As with the concept of postmigration, the ‘post’ 
prefix is, again, problematic. However, in my understanding, ‘post’ in this case does not mean 
that stereotypes and discrimination have disappeared. Post means that these are moments 
when differences (for example, ethnic, racial, cultural) can be present, but do not dominate 

4 I am following Ring Petersen et al. in choosing postmigration instead of postmigrant to emphasise the use of 
the term to denote a societal condition rather that referring to personal experiences (Ring Petersen et al 2019a: 
9).
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how relations are defined or the way people socialise; also termed heterotopic moments of 
conviviality and cosmopolitan interventions (Römhild 2018: 64, 66). The term takes its 
point of departure in the postcolonial Othering as a dominant and oppressive discourse, 
where post-Otherness is used to define moments when the colonial and postcolonial 
division between self and Other is momentarily rendered insignificant. Römhild shows how 
these moments are trivialised and “actively forgotten” (Römhild 2018: 69) as they do not 
fit into the dominant colonial history of an incommensurable difference between Others 
and self. According to Römhild, moments of post-Otherness are hidden and supressed 
since they are instances in which the dominant distinctions between migrant (Other) and 
non-migrant (Self ) become irrelevant. Römhild makes the argument that most of the post-
Otherness moments are almost unnoticeable parts of everyday life. The experience refers 
to such “ephemeral, hardly comprehensible moments in which hegemonic boundaries and 
hierarchies are frustrated in everyday practice and temporarily suspended” (Römhild 2018: 
64).5 It is moments recognisable to many but acknowledged by few, “We all know such 
moments that occur again and again in everyday life and briefly open up new views on what 
could be possible, whether in interactions in the subway, in anonymity of the urban public, 
in the neighbourhood, in school class, at the workplace. Those moments point to a long 
tradition of shared experiences of living together under conditions of inequality” (Römhild 
2018: 64). The emphasis is on the fleeting moment, that they are brief, in a way unforeseen 
and contingent. One could question the universal claim “we all know such moments,” first 
from the perspective of who is defining the moment, and second that all people probably 
have not experienced that. However, the importance here is that they are a potentiality, and 
are empirical. 

Othering has a long history connected to colonialism, anti-Semitism, and anti-
Zigianism, but also to the nation state and its othering of migrants and a number of different 
alleged enemies within. To cite Ndikung and Römhild (2013) at length:

[…] Europe […] actually consists of a multitude of minorities. Confronting this situation, 
the dominant politics of integration increasingly have to overemphasize constructions of 
ethnicized, racialized, Other in order to still keep up the fiction of national, European, 
western domination over and distinct from culturally inferior marginalised subjects [….] 
In that paradoxical moment, the figure of the post-Other emerges, a figure still bearing 
the sign of historical Othering […] In the shadow of the dominant political imagination 
a cosmopolitanized reality of convivial struggles unfolds, speaking and acting against that 
imagery. The moment of post-Otherness, however, is still in the state of emergence: it 
unfolds in the everyday practices of the “unconscious” kind when, e.g., the anonymity of 
urban life allows for infinite examples of everyday cosmopolitan interactions or when the 
students in the classroom “forget” about the ethno-racial taxonomic regime which governs 
their relations. Such practices are still waiting to be united and made visible (Ndikung and 
Römhild 2013: 214).

What I intend to show in this article is an example of post-Otherness enduring over 
time, not being dependent on the anonymity of urban life, or that people momentarily 
“forget” about a dominant taxonomic regime. Instead of looking for them in art, or in the 

5 Thanks to Docent Jan Bachman for helping with the translation from German.
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fleeting meeting in the classroom, park, or shopping mall, I argue that workplaces are sites 
where these moments have the potentiality to endure over time. As will be shown in the 
ethnography, the postmigration society is a fundamental prerequisite for this to happen. The 
social interactions at the office relate to experiences of living in a postmigration society. The 
office is not a disconnected island. Post-Otherness emerges in relation, and in response, to a 
society in which migration is the normal.

For the purpose of this article, post-Otherness has been applied in a restrictive way; 
as a heuristic tool to name ongoing social interaction in which stereotypes of otherness 
connected to multicultural and integration policies, that is, related to religion, ethnicity, 
race, and nationality, are made irrelevant in the day-to-day office interactions.6

In sum, as a working definition, the term postmigration denotes a societal condition 
in which moments of sociality in form of post-Otherness can (potentially) be stretched 
out over time transforming from a momentary practice into an enduring form of sociality. 
However, these practices are ordinary instead of being extraordinary, and because of that, 
these go unnoticed and do not take the form of socio-political narratives. 

Ethnography: contextualising diversity out there but not here
As far back as in 1993, Stuart Hall foreshadowed that “the capacity to live with difference is, 
in my view the coming question of twenty-first century” (Hall 1993: 36, italics in original). 
This section provides examples of how the staff at an office in a middle-sized Swedish town 
approaches diversity in 2022. 

This specific workplace where fieldwork was conducted, offers interpretation and 
translation services. The staff in the office acts as a mediator service, connecting interpreters 
and translators with clients. There are six persons working in administration, four managers, 

6 One place where a narrative is emerging that captures this form of sociality is in literature and 
art. Moslund (2019) in his excellent review off Smith’s book NW points to how the text conveys 
an experience of post-Otherness in a postmigration society that is different from a migrant 
perspective, or extra-ordinary experiences related to having a migrant background. Instead, Smith 
makes identity into a multifaceted prism where different aspects of this prism take precedence 
depending on the situation. In his review, Moslund notices that the novel offers “moments of 
interhuman connection and social spaces where ethnic and racial identifications lose validation 
and often disappear entirely - …- but it all coincides with a social reality that is still marked by 
continued every day and structural dynamics of racialization and discrimination” (Moslund 2019: 
97). Moslund defines migration in NW “as something that is significant and commonplace at one 
and the same time” (Moslund 2019: 97) and that “Smith manages to blend the obvious migratory 
force … into the heterogeneity of a locally embedded everyday life” (Moslund 2019:  98). In a 
similar vein to how the staff at the office make diversity relevant and irrelevant Moslund sees in 
the text that “As for the big issues of changes caused by migration, its significance to the individual 
never disappears out of sight, although it waxes and wanes, in and out of the inconspicuously 
commonplace” (Moslund 2019: 98). In sum, the book reflects a “historical reality, and a 
consciousness within that reality, that is marked by migration as a major and permanent factor in 
shaping society, i.e., a postmigrant condition … while at the same time the fact of migration no 
longer appears with the imprint of exceptionality” (Moslund 2019: 99). This could, more or less, 
be a review of a day at the office.
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two persons working with competence development and recruitment and two with 
text translation. Twenty-three of the staff are facilitators (Sw. tolkförmedlare), matching 
customers with interpreters. It is a modern office, located in a new, tall building in the city 
centre. The daily work is tech-driven, as the whole staff works sitting by individual screens 
and carries on their practical work through e-mail, chatting, electronic booking systems, and 
over the phone.7

Walking into the office there is a buzz of voices when people are arranging interpreters 
over the phone, solving acute situations (for example, interpreters needed for traffic accidents), 
directing interpreters who have got lost in the traffic on their way to an assignment, or 
solving technical issues (phones and links that do not work properly). Others take a break 
and chat with their colleagues about the latest sitcom, problems with local transportation, 
exchange tips for the upcoming vacation or complain about technological hang ups, impolite 
customers, or discuss working conditions. As they have wireless headsets, some of them 
stretch their legs and move around while answering phone calls. One is reminded a bit of an 
airport control tower (or the popular image of that).

Spending time in the office at different free desk spaces, an undercurrent of intimacy 
became prevalent in the day-to-day interactions. Although none of the staff hung out 
together regularly outside office hours, they cared for each other and entrusted intimate 
details about health and private life to specific individuals. Conversations moved seamlessly 
between professional issues, people helping each other out with the perennial problem of 
finding shortcuts in the malfunctioning IT systems, for example, into questions about 
family, and other ordinary small talks. Caring gestures came in the form of touches, but also 
as personal treats, like bringing favourite snacks for a friend.

I conducted 32 individual interviews, arranged six focus groups, participated in coffee 
breaks, lunches, staff meetings, After-Works, and have generally been hanging around in 
the office, for half a year (not every day).8 The staff included about 35 people who as I 
understood when I got to know them better, had personal backgrounds and/or family 
relations in Finland, Bulgaria, Ukraine, Italy, Iran, Turkey, former Yugoslavia, Russia, 
Armenia, Mexico, Brazil, Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Germany, Guatemala, Estonia and all kinds 
of small towns in Sweden – very few, if any, had a family background from the city in which 
the office was located. Their ages ranged between 25-67. Most of them identified as women, 
six of them as men.

Deducing from the interviews, I found that about twenty of the interviewees were 
either born abroad or had at least one parent who has migrated to Sweden. Some of them 
have been working at the office for a very long time (more than 10 years), most of them 
at least 2-3 years. People move in and out, but the staff turnover is not exceptionally high 
(rather the opposite). One person used a veil, otherwise no religious symbols, rainbow 
stickers, ethnic flags, or other conventional diversity markers were visible. What has become 
a kind of standard Swedish office celebration, was performed by them around Christmas 
(and Easter), emphasising more their traditional, rather than religious features.

There are three different sections in the office: 1) Administration; 2) Recruitment, 

7 All names are pseudonyms, small changes have also been made in the details that can identify the office or 
specific individuals.
8 The focus groups were formed in line with the administrative divisions in the office. Hence the leadership 
formed one group, the admin group was one, etc. In this way people in the groups knew each other quite well.
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Competence Development, and Written Translation; and 3) Interpreter Facilitators (Sw. 
Tolkförmedlare). These sections are physically distinct in how the office is organised, 
each section inhabiting a specific space. The facilitators work in three different teams, to 
cover for each other, when one team is on a lunch break, for example. Although certain 
social interactions depended on which section or team people worked in, the caring and 
professional atmosphere extended over these borders, as also over the age and educational 
differences, and to a certain degree, over gender differences. The reason to dwell on the 
theme of professionality and care reaching over social, physical, and administrative borders, 
is to underline the absence of collective categories in forming social interaction. Instead, 
personality was fronted as the quality that should be accounted for in establishing and 
entertaining social relations.9

Cultural diversity out there
When conducting individual interviews, a common response to the question on diversity 
and in what way it was relevant at the workplace, was to start talking about the specific 
assignment at the office. That they fulfilled an important task in helping with integration, 
facilitating translations between cultures, easing out potential societal conflicts, providing 
access to social services, etc. The organisation they worked for was explicitly seen as a 
medium for integration; and their profession of facilitating this service for integration, was 
what united them as a group.

In this way the work and the workplace were considered part of an integration process. 
Still, when mentioning differences based on cultural or ethnic signifiers they were, more or 
less, always, placed outside the office, used to define and discuss interpreters, customers or 
societal problems. Diversity was also mentioned (often in a slightly more stereotypical way) 
during lunchbreaks and private conversations, like when mentioning an interpreter’s cultural 
background, such as in comments like “Somalis are difficult to get to take assignments 
early in the morning,” or in endowing individuals with specific cultural traits “you know 
he is Hindu he even wears a turban” and of course, in conversations about migrants and 
criminality (since that was a huge topic in the ongoing Swedish election campaign in 2022). 
These differences were always located among people outside the office.

Placing culture, diversity, and integration outside the office could be defined as spatial 
distancing, while time was a second strategy used to create distance from conflicts perceived 
to be related to culture, religion, or ethnicity. For example, there was a memoir about a pious 
Muslim man wearing a military outfit and praying in the office; who, according to the story 
“conveyed a certain unease” and after a while decided to quit. Christmas celebrations were 
presented as being an area that had caused, if not conflicts, at least animated discussions in 
the past about what to serve and how to celebrate in a manner that would not be insulting to 
Muslims or others who did not celebrate Christmas, in terms of what food to offer and what 
decorations to use. Although occurring at the office, these were tensions now considered 
“solved” or “overcome,” and so to speak ousted from the office or put behind in the past.

Another way to highlight cultural differences was when some of the interviewees 
pointed to the differences between Sweden and their country of origin (sometimes called 

9 There did exist (minor) complaints about differences in working conditions between the sections. In these 
cases, the categories of the sections were used when defining the differences. Such as “why are we (facilitators) 
not allowed to work from home when the admin is?”.
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hemlandet, the homeland), joking about how relatives and friends found them different 
after living in Sweden and taking on customs and values considered odd. One of the staff 
just laughed out loud thinking about what would happen if he had treated a superior in a 
Southern European country the same way he dealt with them in Sweden; summing up that 
he could never move back and that he really appreciated the Swedish way of organising an 
office. This is not to say that there were no complaints about Sweden or that Sweden was 
made into an ideal, only that when formulating differences, and especially differences which 
were unequal or competitive in one way or another, the staff located them outside, or as in 
this case, in relation to the office.

Although this tendency to make culture, ethnicity, and integration outside the office 
significant, surfaced in many cases, it became especially clear when conducting focus groups. 
One topic in these conversations was the need for competence development in questions 
related to diversity. A reason to raise the question is that there exists a plethora of consultants 
offering courses in diversity management in workplaces. Diversity work is also often part 
and parcel in cultural institutions (Vitting Seerup 2019) and in work environment policies. 
Thus, as there seemed to be a great demand for competence development in terms of how 
to deal with cultural diversity, one question in the focus groups was about the need they felt 
for those kinds of courses.

As in many of the groups, Astrid in this case, started the conversation by saying “No 
not for me, no not for our workplace,” and several of the participants agreed and nodded to 
underline the statement. The discussion then quickly turned to the relevance for customers 
and translators of having some sort of cultural competence development. As in this example, 
“No, we don’t need it at all, we don’t have that kind of situations. However, different ways 
of relating to time for example could be good to introduce to new interpreters, it is not self-
evident to them that they should be exactly on time, for example.” A telling example of how 
cultural and ethnic diversity was made irrelevant for the people in the office but important 
and significant when turning the gaze out on society or the work of the organisation in society.

The interface between customers and interpreters was an area that kept reappearing as 
important for different kinds of competence development in terms of cultural interaction. 
Some of the interpreters had recently attended an educational learning session in intercultural 
communication which resulted in a role play called cultural dialogues in which interpreters 
and customers met to discuss what interpreting could imply in cultural terms and how to 
avoid misunderstandings. As stated in the focus group, “We have the cultural dialogues and 
that is a good way of educating interpreters and customers, they are the ones involved with 
cultural diversity and how people react to that.” The interpreters as well as customers were 
seen as the actors directly involved in cultural encounters. Cultural diversity was constituted 
as “something that is significant and commonplace at one and the same time” (Moslund 
2019: 97); being so commonplace in the office that it loses its exceptionality, while being 
significant to understand and explain society outside the office. 

Sometimes a distinct line was drawn between the office and the outside society. As 
one of the participants put it “Even if it (competence development in cultural diversity) is 
not so useful here at the office, it could, perhaps, have helped us to navigate society, you 
know on your way to work you meet people from all the world.” Although in rough terms 
the demography of the office corresponded well to the city population and what you could 
expect to meet on the street, the “world” was located outside the office. Several of the staff 
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also affirmed of being racially abused outside the office but vehemently insisted on that it 
had never happened at the workplace.

A last example of how cultural differences were present as viable concepts, or notions, 
but at the same time distanced from being significant to the social interaction in the office, 
is when in one of the focus groups they brought up that certain neurological diagnoses may 
not even exist in all countries (in this case ADHD in Somalia was made into an example) 
and that the interpreters in that case not only had to translate the words but to explain 
what they meant. In the everyday work of the interpreters, it was obvious that cultural 
translation was crucial. The staff had a highly developed sensibility about the importance of 
cultural negotiations, as being part of an interpreters’ daily work. The point is that terms like 
integration, diversity, cultural translation, and negotiation were not absent from the office 
discourse, they were specifically contextualised as important concepts to understand social 
relations and practices outside the office.

This section has presented how cultural differences, occasionally framed in terms of 
ethnicity or nationality were significant and viable concepts in explaining a society outside 
the office. Hence, they are not obliviated from consciousness or non-existent. What the 
next section shows is that they are not hegemonic in the sense of being constantly present. 
Instead, the office is a site where post-Otherness is the norm. Post-Otherness being moments 
in which what is significant in society is made commonplace and non-consequential. So, in 
a way post-Otherness can only exist in a society constituted by migration where the concepts 
of culture, ethnicity, and religious diversity is of significance. The next section will provide 
an ethnography of this change from significance into commonplace.

But not in here (at the office)
In one group, an interesting twist was noticed when one of the participants turned the 
perspective around stating that in a way the staff was quite homogenous, as most of them 
were born in Sweden. Apart from the fact that several of the senior staff members were 
born outside Sweden and that several others although born in Sweden had been brought 
up abroad, and finally that almost 50 per cent of the staff would count as descendants 
of migrants in official statistics, the comment makes perfect sense in a context of post-
Otherness, where these distinctions are so commonplace that they are inconsequential for 
social interaction. It is just when an especially inquisitive researcher asks explicit questions 
about them that they surface as worthy of discussion. 

In these moments of surfacing, individuals moved instantly and seamlessly between 
making differences so commonplace that they lost an explanatory value versus being 
significant in explaining society. An example of that surfacing was highlighted in one of the 
focus groups when discussing the need for diversity management courses. The questions 
about diversity management often triggered self-reflexive comments and discussions that in 
a sense made explicit the different approaches to diversity outside and inside the office. As 
in the following excerpt from a group conversation.

- No, it (diversity) comes naturally here.

- You just get used to it.
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- Yeah, you don’t think of it.

- As we work together you don’t think of it, it comes naturally for us.

- It is just the way it is.

- We learn from each other, from the different countries and cities we come from.

- Such education could perhaps be better used at a place where all are the same. Perhaps they 
need to understand that people are different (laughs).

This is just one example of the overall assumption among the staff that dealing with diversity 
is a skill growing organically through practice. It is nothing explicit, not something to be 
negotiated or mixed into something.

In the conversation cited above, one of the participants placed cities and countries 
on an equal footing, cities in this case referring to Swedish cities (if background was 
discussed, Swedish born staff always referred to their home city while foreign born staff to 
the country of origin). This levelling of moving in from another country or a small Swedish 
city came up sporadically but regularly as something, although acknowledged not being 
the same, considered an important move. It could be joked about, but was also seriously 
discussed; such as when discussing integration, as in a discussion initiated by Elena in one 
of the focus groups.

“We do not have that many new migrants at the office, well we have the people from 
Kramfors. How was it to move here?” asks Elena, who grew up in South America, tongue in 
cheek. The guy from Kramfors laughs but does give a serious response on how he thought 
it was a big difference arriving in the anonymous city compared to living in a small town. 
The comment developed into conversations about moving from the countryside to big cities 
and someone added a perspective of moving in from a city like Sao Paolo into what, from 
that perspective was conceived of as a small city in Sweden. All were, of course, aware of 
the different conditions when arriving as an international migrant or a Swedish citizen. 
However, there was also an acknowledgment of moving as a profound experience (although, 
again, of course, individually situated). 

These examples are just a few of many to exemplify the pattern in all focus groups to play 
down the need for diversity work at the workplace while acknowledging its relevance for the 
assignment of the organisation. Although a distinct pattern, the discussions were nuanced 
and reflexive. One of the participants cautioned that it is important to keep questions about 
diversity inside the office alive as well. As an example, she mentioned the SRHR (Sexuell 
och reproduktiv hälsa och rättigheter, Sexual and reproductive health and rights) education 
they had a while ago. “I thought I knew how to think, but in that education, I really learned 
something new.” In this case diversity was made relevant to the staff, and in the way they 
should relate to others although not in cultural terms but in relation to sexuality, health, 
and reproduction.

When asked to describe the diversity at the office in their own words, many did of 
course raise the different “backgrounds” in the staff (no one explicitly mentioned ethnicity, 
culture, or religion) and the differences in age, a few mentioned genders. But it was vague 
and imprecise descriptions. After that, the follow-up question regarded if they thought the 
diversity they just described, affected them in any way in their work, or the workplace. A 
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frequent answer to this included reflections like “No, we are so different that I have stopped 
thinking of it.” It was as if they had all read Susanne Wessendorf ’s (2014) monograph on 
common place diversity and citing it. Mind you - this was not multicultural Hackney where 
cultural diversity and mixing was an explicit norm, but quite an ordinary office in Sweden, 
although the assignment of working with translation services may have attracted a slightly 
higher number of staff with international backgrounds (one respondent mentioned that 
the diversity at the office mirrored what Sweden looks like today), where it was rather the 
interview questions, that triggered the reflections.

The interviews often turned into conversations, and as they went on from the initial, 
“we are so different, so it does not matter,” people pointed to rewards of working together 
with colleagues with different skills and experiences; mostly that age made them having 
differences in technical skills, and secondly that some of them were former interpreters 
and could bring that experience into their everyday work. Differences were acknowledged, 
but intuitively when thinking about them, they mentioned specific personal skills, such as 
language competence and technological competence, not differences in religious or ethnic 
belonging. As when Inger provided an example of how diversity smoothens out the work: 
“I do not think of us being different or having different backgrounds although I, of course, 
know it. It is just when it comes in handy, as if a customer asks for a specific Arabic dialect, I 
ask Aisha about that because she knows”. This commonplace approach to diversity was also 
well illustrated when talking to Boyana who fled from a war zone and has lived in Sweden 
since she was 19, she said, “Hm, I think that it (diversity) is so natural here that you do not 
think about it. I am not sure exactly how to explain it, but it is not something I think about. 
When you come into something that is just there you need to take a step back to see it. At 
the previous company I worked for, there were only five people with a different background 
(than Swedish) out of 100, and in that case, you were really aware of the differences. 
However, when I started here, and all of the staff have different backgrounds you don’t even 
think about it. So, it is difficult to say if it (diversity) affects us or not at the office, it is just 
the way it is. I think it is a relief (skönt) that you don’t even have to think about it because it 
is so normal.” An almost identical story was told by Monica. Explaining that at the former 
workplace they had only a few people with non-Swedish ethnic backgrounds, and that they 
often explicitly pointed that out to mark themselves as different. She continued, “You know 
here no one ever does that, here all are different, so no one seems odd.” Cultural differences 
were not made insignificant as a result of conscious neglect, it was rather a mode of being.

It was not that cultural, ethnic, or religious differences were a taboo. During lunch 
break someone took the opportunity to ask Adeline about a specific dish served in her 
country of origin, someone else brought snacks bought on a trip “home,” occasionally a 
joke was cracked between people from former Yugoslavia about ethnic stereotypes, etc. The 
differences were brought up in a casual, contingent manner, and as far as I understood it, 
not very different from when asking someone who had moved in from a small town, what 
they thought about the move.

An apt illustration of this is a conversation with one of the seasoned co-workers.

I don’t think we discuss diversity much. Not at staff meetings, or coffee breaks and such. It 
more just pops up sometimes if someone has a different background. Like Daphne who was 
born in Greece, I worked there for a couple of years and now I am practicing my Greek with 
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her. Or as when I was going home the other day and met Majken at the bus stop and her 
bus was delayed. I then got to know that she lives in a western suburb of the town. I had no 
ideeea! Just like that, suddenly you get to know something new about people.

The citation above does not imply that people did not differentiate between what it meant 
to be born in Greece, and the new knowledge about someone living in a specific suburb, 
as shown in the excerpts from the conversation. However, this was an ordinary way of 
dealing with social categorisation where migrant/non-migrant did not become the main 
watershed. Differences were instead situated in terms of personal traits and skills (like living 
in a specific suburb or knowing a specific language). The post-Otherness concept highlights 
the obfuscation of stereotypical categories for social interactions in the office as a meaningful 
absence which emerges in contrast to the significant presence of the categories in ordering 
society outside the office.

The exception that proves the rule
Sitting down with one in the leadership at a revisit, she told a story about a new employee 
who had started to work in the office.

You know, I have to tell you this since it is related to your research. We hired a new staff 
recently, a young woman, and she wears a veil. That is not a problem, of course. But, after 
contracting her and she had settled in to work someone raised the question if we had asked 
her in the interview about the hand shaking policy? And it struck us that none of us had 
thought about asking that. You know we have this policy when it comes to interpreters that 
they either must shake hand with all or none in the room when they meet the customer. 
Suddenly we realised we had not asked her about that. This caused a bit of commotion 
among us. How should we handle this? Should we expose her to a test? We also talked with 
some people in the staff about this. However, we soon came to our senses, of course, and one 
in the leadership just talked to her and asked about that, explaining that we have this policy. 
And she was just fine with that.

This was a policy explicitly directed towards the interpreters. No one in the leadership 
had thought of having to implement it at the office, and it hit them like a bolt from blue 
skies that such may be the case. Again, this is an example of how diversity and integration 
are concepts allegedly to be situated and significant outside the office, but not considered 
relevant at the office. In a way this instance exposed in a very clear way the division between 
the supposedly problematic diversity outside that had to be regulated in policies, and the 
non-existent problem of diversity inside the office. When the question arose in terms 
conventionally used to contextualise diversity outside the office, it stirred up emotions and 
questions exactly because it was supposed to be a non-issue in the office. The example also 
illustrates Moslund’s description of how the significance of changes caused by migration 
“never disappears out of sight, although it waxes and wanes, in and out of the inconspicuously 
commonplace” (Moslund 2019: 98). It is not that stereotypes are unthinkable in the office, 
but there is a mode of interaction which avoids these stereotypes. A mode the staff refers to 
as being so “normal” that it goes unnoticed. Stereotypes may become relevant from time to 
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time, as in the issue with the Christmas celebration and the new employee, when they must 
be negotiated. However, these are the moments of exception.

Personalities
If differences outside the office were related to culture, differences between persons in the 
staff were tied to personalities and individual features. At their staff meetings for example, 
they had worked with the book Surrounded by Idiots (Erikson 2017) in which humans are 
divided into four types of personalities; at the time of fieldwork the book was a best seller 
in Sweden. This was made as an effort to discuss social interaction at the office and start 
reflecting upon reasons as to why conflicts may occur. They had also worked with company 
values which were presented as something everyone had to relate to. In one of the interviews, 
the participants brought up their thorough work with company values, as an example of 
how they approached diversity. “All these assignments we have had about company values 
which have been about how you think as an individual and how others think, what matters 
to you and such stuff.”

Why and with whom to socialise with, came up sporadically in everyday conversations 
and interviews. Whom people chose to socialise with was a mixture of ad hoc pragmatism, 
depending on times for breaks and who brought a lunch box or not, and specific choices 
where shared interests or fitting personalities were given as reasons to hang out. Over time, 
someone said, “you get to know each other and learn how and with whom you can crack 
a joke” or start to get irritated by someone’s “personal nature.” As one of the staff born 
outside Sweden put it,

I do not want to be put in a category, I want to be judged as a person, that is the only correct 
way, not as part of a group. If someone criticises me, I assume that it is because of me having 
some sort of lack in my competence. I would never think it was because of who I am. To me 
it (cultural differences) is outmoded at the office, perhaps relevant in the society but at the 
workplace we are all here to do a good job and if there are any complaints, they are related to 
how someone perform their task.

When talking about diversity at the office, it often ended up in a discussion about 
personalities.10 You hang out with people who fit your personality and share your personal 
interests. While talking about diversity outside the office, it was described in collective (often 
cultural) terms, although they did keep a critical eye on stereotypes and simplifications. 
Maybe not a big surprise, still it was a distinct pattern. No one would imagine saying that “it 
is because she is a Kurd” about a college but could use similar categorisations about people 
outside the office (in explaining why people committed crimes for example).11 

The mode of socialisation in the office is a telling example of post-Otherness. 
Stereotypical identities have not disappeared, but they are rendered insignificant. The two 

10 What did unite them was an identification with a professional community dedicated to their respective tasks.
11 The office did not lack conflicts and frictions. What did cause complaints, were technological shortcomings, 
alleged favouritism, hierarchies, and work environment. The workplace created its own logic in which people 
positioned themselves.
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ethnographic sections, “out there” and “not here”, illustrate what Moslund has described as 
“moments of interhuman connection and social spaces where ethnic and racial identifications 
lose validation and often disappear entirely […] but it all coincides with a social reality 
that is still marked by continued every day and structural dynamics of racialization and 
discrimination” (Moslund 2019: 97). Hence, post-Otherness, as a form of meaningful 
commonality of diversity, appears as a specific mode of sociality in the postmigration society.

Concluding reflections
This section returns to the question of how moments of post-Otherness can transform into 
an enduring style of social practice.

In relation to the general success for nationalistic (far-right) political parties in Europe, 
it has become an even more pressing issue to explore how and if alternatives to the nation-
based society (for example, postmigration society) are imagined (Schinkel 2017), and how 
these imaginaries are formulated. The argument pursued here is that we can start knowing 
that by studying how people socialise in their everyday life and observing the unspoken, 
following the anthropological premise that in small places hide large issues (Eriksen 1995); 
using the classical anthropological approach to understanding how society is conceptualised 
(Kuper 1992) by turning the gaze onto mundane, everyday life.

One consequence of living in a society constituted by migration is that cultural, ethnic, 
and religious diversity is permanently present, but does not take absolute presidency in 
creating alliances and in forming socialisation, although specific differences can be utilised 
in specific circumstances, exemplified at the office when asking for advice regarding a 
specific dialect. This is not the same as being colourblind, rather the opposite, and it is 
not relegating ethnic (and other) differences to the level and status of differences in, for 
example, hair colour (or a shirt you can take on and off). There are significant differences 
related to categories such as ethnicity, race, culture, and religion, that can be activated in 
certain contexts, but they are also so commonplace that they usually pass unnoticed. For 
example, the experience of migrating from a different country or a small Swedish town 
does not activate a distinction between migrants versus non-migrants, but initiates a general 
conversation about migration, which of course, takes specific forms and experiences. Or, as 
mentioned, several of the staff did testify to having experienced racist treatment outside the 
office, but never at the workplace.

The ethnographic examples show how classification among the staff avoided ethnic, 
cultural, and religious categories in the formation of their social interactions, although they 
were seen as potentially useful to solve problems, or gain information and use appropriately 
when discussing society outside the office. Instead, differences in personalities and personal 
inclinations were decisive in forming social interaction. Other social categories (like 
belonging to management, administration, or the facilitator section) were important in 
structuring the material environment, present when discussing working conditions, and to 
a certain extent in patterns of socialising. 

The importance of context
Analysing “is sorting out the structures of signification” (Geertz 1973: 9) and how different 
frames of interpretations are established in a specific situation. Context is by no means given 
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but something created by informants and researchers to provide meaning (Dilley 1999).
In interviews and conversations, it was striking how diversity was recognised among 

the staff as being a crucial feature in society and highly relevant to their assignment, and at 
the same time considered (almost) irrelevant to the work environment as such. Diversity was 
acknowledged as a fact at the office but rather inconsequential (apart from adding value to 
how to solve the assignment). Diversity in explicit terms of ethnicity, religion, and culture 
was always out there, somewhere else.

People moved quite seamlessly between different frames or scales of interpretation and 
understanding; making diversity relevant for, and in society, and then let it fade out of the 
picture making it irrelevant in the intimate context of the office, such as in the examples 
given from the focus groups. In a sense it is banal to state that depending on the context, 
the force and scope of the dominant discourse that separates migrants from non-migrants, 
varies. However, in this case it is the same situation, we were at the office all the time, but 
the staff chose, or created, different contexts for their arguments and statements. This aligns 
well with how Dilley (1999), in his discussion about ‘The Problem of Context’, points 
out that context is not a background against which something is played out, but emerges 
through, and in practice; in this case, verbal practices that situated diversity within a context 
of ‘multiculture’ outside the office, but in form of personal traits inside the office. 

If my description of this office is correct in terms of it being part of a postmigration 
society, then people in that society can be considered masters of contextualisation. Diversity 
and integration are conscious and present as concepts and practices. They are concepts that 
helped the staff to establish a context, but the extent to which they were used differed from 
a multicultural or superdiverse society, where the concepts of diversity and integration have 
a sort of constant presence and always have to be negotiated. At the office people created 
a context for culture as being significant to describe conflicts and misunderstandings in 
society, but being so commonplace at the office that it lost its significance and explanatory 
power. This flexible way in which the staff contextualised diversity was not restricted to 
any specific group, but recurred in casual discussions and interviews with the leadership, 
the administration, and the facilitators. It was a mode of socialising in the office and of 
conceptualising society where heterogeneity at the workplace was considered “normal”, 
while cultural differences could be problematic in society. In this sense the office was a site 
where post-Otherness dominated not only contingent moments, but signified a sociality 
that endured over time. It was not an ethos needed to be kept alive through negotiations, 
compromises, or office etiquette. It was as Boyana mentioned in the interview, a “normal” 
state, which only became visible if you took a step back and observed it from distance 
(for example, as evident through an interview). The staff was sidestepping, or overcoming, 
categories based on race, ethnicity, religion and culture, creating a demotic (Bauman 1996), 
office-specific, practice in which diversity had a potentiality of being benign and productive, 
but did not matter in everyday interaction, except in terms of personalities and personal skills.

As Ring Petersen et al. (2019a, 2019b, 2019c) have shown, a postmigration society 
is rift with negotiations, antagonism, and ambivalence, and in this case, it is a tension 
between a dominant discourse of (failed) integration (which the office has as its objective 
to help resolve) and a post-Otherness social practice. This brings us back to the notion of 
post-Otherness practices as criticisms of the dominant discourse. If, as Römhild (2018) 
claims, the erasure of post-Otherness moments from the collective memory is a strategy 
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of domination in colonial and post-colonial society, does that work in the postmigration 
society as well? Probably not, because in this society it is a (potential) commonplace social 
practice, not just ephemeral moments. However, it is a practice not yet named or given 
words in either colloquial or political languages (in contrast to how words like multiculture, 
diversity, and integration are used in political as well as everyday situations to explain and 
understand social interactions). Hence the need for utilising the kind-of-awkward heuristic 
tools of postmigration and post-Otherness.

To actually give a name to and describe this situation, we have to ask, what kind 
of society do these interlocutors, the staff, live in, obviously not in the tribal village, nor 
the phantasmagorical spaces of the nation-state. It is like they are ducking the dominant 
discourse that is formulated on the principals of the nation-state and failed integration, to 
work out an alternative way of socialising beyond categorisations of migrant/non-migrant. 
A style of sociality that goes unnoticed because it is so trivial or miniscule, perhaps even 
not conceivable in the dominant discourse. Benedict Anderson (1983) in his seminal work 
of nationalism postulated that all “communities are to be distinguished […] by the style in 
which they are imagined” (Anderson 1983: 15, italics mine). In this case, the social practice 
of the community is in the style of post-Otherness, but what are the colloquial words in 
which to describe it? The hegemonic political and public discourse of failed integration in 
this case stands in contrast to a demotic (hidden, pragmatic) practice of post-Otherness. 
One way of conceptualising this, is to see it as an everyday embedding process countering 
dominant discourses on diversity; a practice helping the staff hide from being Others as a 
form of resistance strategy. But is it really a strategy of hiding or resistance? The staff does 
accept the hegemonic discourse in their work assignment. They and the organisation they 
are part of, have as their explicit objective, to integrate society. They do not hide from 
the dominant discourse. What the ethnography points to, is that the mode of sociality 
(the style of imagining) is part of the society they inhabit, that enduring post-Otherness 
practices have a potentiality to emerge in postmigration society as the postmigration society 
simultaneously harbours both the conflictual and the convivial aspects of migration, and 
this is the society the staff navigates.

Despite the resemblance to Wessendorf ’s ethos of mixing, the social practice did not 
build upon negotiating differences at the workplace; although it did happen, as illustrated 
by the discussion about Christmas celebrations and the newly employed staff with a veil. 
Post-Otherness was not an ephemeral moment of urban etiquette. These were relationships 
sustained over years, in some cases developing into friendship that stretched outside the 
office, but also in terms of working relations, they were complex and intimate. Could one say 
that the organic growth of how to deal with differences was a form of implicit negotiation of 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds? Probably not. There existed an explicit knowledge about 
how people through time chiselled or shaped (slipades) against each other. However, these 
processes were described in terms of learning how to deal with personal traits, temperament 
and such like, not in terms of people’s ethnicity, culture, or religion. There were instances 
of ‘negotiation’ exemplified by how to celebrate Christmas where compromises were made 
(they served halal food but included sweets with gelatine). However, these were delimited or 
specific instances, and not ongoing processes. 

This analysis is not to deny structural discrimination or experiences of being marginalised 
or stigmatised, or that processes of Othering are still at work; quite the opposite, that was 
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noticeable in the way cultural others were conceived of, and situated outside the office. 
However, if this analysis is correct, then there is also a kind of counter narrative emerging; 
or perhaps not yet even a narrative. As Ndikung and Römhild (2013: 214) put it, it is a 
practise that is “still waiting to be united and made visible”. It is a practice of sociality, as yet 
only visible through analytical concepts such as postmigration society and post-Otherness, 
which does not align well with social categories sustained in, and by, dominant discourses 
on diversity – it is a practice that still await its socio-political narrative form.
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