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Abstract

This article analyzes representation of Muslims in media coverage of the Quran
burnings in Sweden 2023. A quantitative analysis of 1306 articles from Nordic
newspapers explores the extent to which Muslims are depicted as actors, on what
topics, and as primary or secondary actors. As Swedish newspapers predominantly
represented Muslims as primary actors, a sample of 39 articles were further analyzed
through three main frames identified in previous research: Muslims as a problem for
society, as victims of violence and discrimination, or as fellow citizens. The findings
reveal that framing of Muslims as fellow citizens was the predominant category. This
result shows more variety than the stereotypical representation of Muslims in
Western media. Nevertheless, Muslims are given voice and agency as Swedish Mus-
lims, in the sense of aligning with and promoting the conditions for practicing religion
in majority society. This calls for caution in interpreting the representation as in-

clusive framing.
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1 Introduction

Public burnings of the Qur'an in Sweden dominated national and interna-
tional media during the summer of 2023. News media flashed images of
violent protests in Muslim-majority countries. Such images have become part
of a set of stereotypes in headlines and on television screens constructing a
seemingly impassable divide between “Islam” and “the West” since the ter-
rorist attacks in New York on September 11, 2001. Research on media repre-
sentations of Muslims! and Islam in the daily press has noted a shift from the
margins of coverage to “an uncomfortable familiarity” in Britain (Poole and
Weng 2020) and the Nordic countries (Lovheim 2019) since the late 1990s.
While the majority of studies of media coverage have focused on the negative
stereotyping of Muslims in Western media, this article aims to analyze variety
in the media representation of Muslims. To do so, it will examine Nordic press
coverage of the Qur'an burnings that occurred in Sweden in 2023. The focus of
the analysis will be on variety in the performative agency attributed to actors
represented as Muslims. Applying the theory of mediatization of religion to
the analysis, the article contributes to the development of this analytical
framework with regard to dynamics and complexity in media reports on
religion and conflict.

2 Qur’an Burnings in Sweden

Burnings of the Qur'an have been reported in the Swedish media since 2020,
when Danish politician Rasmus Paludan initiated a series of public demon-
strations in Sweden and Denmark involving this act (Kiihle 2024). Paludan,
who founded the populist-nationalist party Stram Kurs in 2017, performed
these actions as part of an anti-immigration campaign that was particularly
directed against Muslims in Denmark. Following an unsuccessful attempt to
gain parliamentary representation in Denmark, Paludan, who has dual Danish
and Swedish citizenship, moved his campaign to Sweden. In Sweden, public
burnings of religious texts do not constitute a crime. A former law against
blasphemy was abolished in 1970 and substituted by a law on agitation against
ethnic or national groups, passed in 1948, which criminalizes declarations
involving hatred or disregard of such groups. Later revisions extended the law
to include religious beliefs, race, sexual orientation, and sexual identity

1 In this article, the term “Muslim” is used to refer to people who identify or are identified by
others (accurately or erroneously) as adherents of Islam in the sources under study.
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(Riksdagen 1949). Paludan’s actions have been interpreted as exemplifying a
political strategy used among far-right and anti-Muslim activists in Europe,
whereby symbols sacred to Muslim believers are desecrated in public in the
name of free speech as a fundamental democratic right (Linge and Bangstad
2024). This social and political embedment of Qur'an burnings is evident from
the distress caused among Muslims living in Sweden and, in some instances,
by violent riots, as in the Jonkoping area in April 2022 (Larsson and Mattsson
2024). In November 2024, Paludan was also convicted of agitation for the
burnings performed in 2022 (Sveriges Television 2024).

The media reporting analyzed in this article starts with a Qur'an burning on
June 28th, 2023, by Salwan Momika,? a Christian refugee from Iraq, which
took place outside one of Sweden’s largest mosques in Stockholm. Unlike
Paludan’s actions, Momika’s were not part of an organized political campaign
but motivated by a personal urge to alert Swedish people to the dangers of
Islam and the Qur'an in general (Hedbom 2023). Additional burnings between
July and September in Stockholm and Malmo were followed by demonstra-
tions and protests in Sweden and the Middle East. Initially, the media cov-
erage focused on international reactions to the burnings and the potential
threats these represented to Swedish citizens and Sweden’s pending appli-
cation to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. However, over time,
debates came to focus on the fact that the Public Order Act of 1993, which
regulates freedom of expression in public meetings, permitted this kind of
defamation of religious symbols (Kammarritten 2023). In the latter part of the
summer of 2023, an intense debate emerged in Swedish media and politics
about whether, and on what grounds, the Public Order Act could be amended
to prevent burnings of the Qur'an. The current Swedish coalition government
initiated a commission to determine whether restrictions on Qur’an burnings
due to security risks could be allowed according to the criteria of the Public
Order Act of 1993 (Regeringskansliet 2023). In response, the leading opposi-
tion party, the Social Democrats, called for an investigation into whether
Qur'an burnings could be considered a crime under the law on agitation
against ethnic or national groups, on the grounds of religious belief
(Socialdemokraterna 2023). This brief background shows how public burnings
of the Quran resonate with tensions concerning the interpretation and
practice of democratic rights in a secular but increasingly religious and cul-
turally diverse society like Sweden.

2 Momika was shot to death outside Stockholm on January 30, 2025, while awaiting a sentence
for agitation against ethnic or national group for the burnings conducted in 2023 (Tanaka
et al. 2025).
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3 Muslims in Sweden: Secularity, Diversity, and Contestation

Since the 1990s, Sweden has become a more ethnically and religiously diverse
society. In 2023, 20% of the population was born outside of Sweden, most
prominently in Syria, Iraq, Finland, Poland, and Iran (SCB 2023). Sweden has
historically been a predominantly Christian country, and until 2023, more
than 50% of the population remained members of the Lutheran evangelical
church. Nonetheless, international studies confirm a continuous decline in
religious belief, behavior, and belonging in Sweden since the 1980s
(Kasselstrand et al. 2023, 66ff). Studies based on self-reported religious
identity3 estimate that 5-8% of the population has a family background in
Muslim-majority countries, amounting to approximately 500,000-800,000
people (Thurfjell and Willander 2021). Around 170,000 people are listed as
members by Muslim congregations (SST 2023). Muslims in Sweden are a
diverse population group in terms of religiosity. A recent study mapping
religious background and self-identity among Swedes (Thurfjell and
Willander 2021, 329) found that respondents with a Muslim family back-
ground had a weaker commitment to their religion than those with a
Christian or secular background, for instance with regard to values, lifestyle,
celebration of holidays, and affiliation with religious organizations.

The growing presence of Islam and Muslims in Sweden has become in-
creasingly contentious in the political and public debate. In a survey con-
ducted in 2015, Swedish respondents were less likely than their Danish and
Norwegian counterparts to see Islam as a threat to national identity (Lovheim
et al. 2018). Yet, as immigration to Sweden rose in the following years —
exacerbated by the war in Syria —, negative attitudes towards immigration
and, in particular, Islamic immigrants increased (Ahmadi and Cetrez 2022,
62). According to a recent study, 55% of the population agreed that some
religions clash with human rights, and among those, 99% were referring
specifically to Islam (Ahmadi and Cetrez 2022). Criticism of Islam has also
intensified in parliamentary debates since 2010, when the populist right-wing
party Sweden Democrats entered parliament (see Lindberg 2020). The Swe-
den Democrats have grown more radical in their criticism of Islam,
requesting, for example, a ban on public symbols and buildings connected to
Islam (Rosén 2023). Since 2022, the party has been cooperating with the

3 The registration of religious affiliation by census is not permitted in Sweden.
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right-wing coalition government through an agreement* that emphasizes
restrictions on immigration.

The precarious situation of Muslims in Sweden was highlighted in a recent
report by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or
belief, Nazila Ghanea (United Nations 2024). Ghanea notes that Muslims and
Jews appear to be especially affected by hate crimes on religious grounds
(United Nations 2024, 10) and that Muslims tend to be prominently targeted
by discriminatory attacks in the “context of chronic negative portrayals of
Muslims in the media” and in the workplace (United Nations 2024, 13-14). The
Special Rapporteur concludes that although Sweden possesses a strong legal
and policy framework for protecting the right to freedom of religion or belief,
some features and actors of the political system exploit concerns around
religious minority groups, undermining the possibility of addressing these
issues (United Nations 2024, 17).

4 Previous Research: Representation and Variety

Bleich et al. (2015a, 859) highlight visibility, agenda-setting, and framing as
three key aspects of research on the role of the media in liberal democracies.
These aspects are relevant for studies of media representations in general, and
particularly useful for discussing how variety has been researched in studies of
media representations of Muslims. Visibility concerns the presence of infor-
mation about certain types of individuals in the media. The media’s function
of agenda-setting is exercised by selecting what information is considered of
public interest and of greater concern than other issues. Finally, framing refers
to how an issue is described or labeled and how this reflects particular biases
or might influence public attitudes. Framing is also relevant for analyzing the
tone of media representations as positive or negative.

With regard to visibility, the majority of studies of European media indicate
that Islam and Muslims have been portrayed in a predominantly negative
light since the mid-1990s (Poole and Weng 2020; Ahmed and Matthes 2017). In
the Nordic context, a longitudinal study of the daily press between 2008 and
2018 found an increase in debates on Islam centered on news events and

4 The government coalition was formed by the Conservative Party (Moderaterna), Christian
Democrats (Kristdemokraterna), the Center Party (Centerpartiet), and the Liberal Party
(Liberalerna). The so-called Tid6 Agreement is the basis for cooperation with the Sweden
Democrats: https://www.government.se/articles/2022/11/the-governments-political-
priorities/.
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tensions between Muslim religious practices and the values of a secular,
formerly Christian-majority society (Lundby et al. 2018, 207; Lovheim 2019).
Studies exploring variety in the media coverage account for a small share of
previous research. Yet, they are important in avoiding homogenizing media
representations of Muslims and moving towards analyses that extend and
deepen the role of the media in the public recognition of minority groups
(Cottle 2007, 35). This review will focus on a selection of studies relevant to
the present analysis in that they 1) use the daily press as their material, 2)
focus on representations of Muslims in domestic rather than international
coverage, and 3) critically discuss the presence or lack of variety and how it
should be analyzed.

Studies of British newspapers from 2010 and onwards have revealed a
broader and more complex diversity in representations of Muslims. One ex-
ample is Meer et al.’s (2010) study of Muslims’ responses to the proposal by UK
Home Secretary Jack Straw, in 2006, that Muslim women remove their face veils
when visiting his constituency office. News articles and letters from national
newspapers revealed that “ambivalence” toward and “approval” of the proposal
coexisted with “anger” (Meer et al. 2010, 229). The authors argue that this
evidences progress in transcending a former dichotomy of “fundamentalist/
moderate” Muslim representation in media and political discourse.

However, more varied representations alone cannot be seen as proof of less
stereotypical reporting; agenda-setting and the framing of Muslim voices
must also be considered. A later study of headlines in four major British
newspapers from 2001 to 2012 found an equal amount of positive and negative
framing (Bleich et al. 2015b). What the researchers termed “problem frames”
were coded as negative for evoking fear or animosity, largely by connecting
Muslims to issues such as terrorism and violence. Meanwhile, “beneficial
frames” were positive in that they portrayed Muslims as contributing to
society. “Victim frames” were also coded as positive because they tend to
generate sympathy for the victim group (Bleich et al. 2015a, 2015b, 948). A
more recent study of newspaper articles in New Zealand over the years 2013
2018 reported two representational trends coexisting in dynamic tension
(Hopner et al. 2022, 296). The first portrayed Muslims as peaceful, inclusive,
and “normal” citizens who positively contributed to society and were wel-
comed and valued. This was found predominantly in local news items. The
second trend reflected international trends, presenting Muslims as suspicious
terrorists and Islam as a violent extremist religion. The tensions between
these trends manifested themselves in contestations around narrative rep-
resentations of the “citizen Muslim” of “peaceful Islam” and the “suspicious
Muslim” of “violent Islam.”
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In a study concerning the 2011-2016 refugee crisis, Abdelhady and
Malmberg (2018) analyzed the framing of Muslims in three major Swedish
newspapers. In two-thirds of the articles, the framing focused on “conflict-
filled stories,” featuring themes of security, radicalization, and social tensions.
The second most common framing, “moral responsibility,” highlighted be-
nevolent attitudes toward immigration and multiculturalism as an important
part of Swedish self-understanding. The third frame, which was only repre-
sented in a few articles, presented Muslim refugees as a source of human
interest, offering personal stories and contextualization about refugees and
Islam (Abdelhady and Malmberg 2018, 114).

An additional aspect of the representation of minorities in the media is
democratic participation, which entails the possibility of participating in the
creation and dissemination of media products (Bleich et al. 20153, 862). This
aspect is analyzed in Munnik’s (2017) study of the interplay between jour-
nalists and the Muslim civil society in Glasgow. Munnik (2017, 274) identifies a
greater diversity of Muslims presented as sources in terms of formal position,
faith communities, gender, age, and ethnicity than the prevailing literature
suggests. Munnik argues that a possible shift to more diverse representation
concurred with the greater interest in reporting on Islam and Muslims fol-
lowing the September 11 events in New York. The media sought out a wider
range of voices, which coincided with a need felt by Muslims in European
societies to represent themselves through a broader variety of voices.

Hjarvard and Rosenfeldt’s (2018) case study of the Danish public service
television documentary series Rebellion from the Ghetto set out to investigate
whether active media intervention may improve stereotypical representa-
tions of Muslims. The study combined interviews with producers of the
television series and related debates in opinion pieces, radio, and social
media. The authors observed a high representation of Muslim actors in the
conventional media as well as social media. In both categories, representation
was assessed as “strong,” meaning that the actor concerned spoke for himself
or herself rather than being mentioned, quoted, or paraphrased in a general
manner. Hjarvard and Rosenfeldt (2018, 131) conclude that in terms of in-
clusion, the production team was successful in challenging stereotypical
representations of Muslims. Their intent to frame the issues addressed as
individual and cultural rather than as “Muslim” or “religious” contributed to
finding common ground in the debate. Additionally, because the documen-
tary was not framed as a critique of Islam, more immigrants with Muslim
backgrounds could also enter the debate.

In conclusion, previous studies that have analyzed variety in representa-
tions of Muslims in the daily press show that although a negative image still
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seems to dominate, alternative portrayals are present, offering more varied
representation. This variation can be studied through the visibility of different
voices and perspectives in agenda-setting about social and political issues
related to Muslims, not least in more differentiated and dynamic framings.
Yet, whether this variety entails a stronger representation of Muslims as
agentive subjects remains to be determined (Abdelhady and Malmberg 2018,
130). The studies indicate that more beneficial framings of Muslims are sha-
ped by associated political and social issues. Furthermore, all the aforemen-
tioned studies reveal significant variation between newspapers with regard to
genre, geographical focus (local or international news), and political profile.
In particular, politically right-leaning newspapers and tabloids are more likely
than left-leaning newspapers and broadsheet papers to use a negative fram-
ing. Finally, the studies highlighted the significance of dynamic interactions
between journalists and Muslim citizens in increasing the diversity of rep-
resentation. Meer et al. (2010, 216) argue that the findings of these smaller
studies illustrate the importance of developing a vocabulary for analyzing the
content and boundaries of various representations of Muslim voices and what
this implies for citizenship issues for Muslims living in Western, secular but
increasingly religiously and culturally diverse societies (Lundby et al. 2018,
232; Hopner et al. 2022, 291). The present study aims to contribute to this
development.

5 Representation, Framing, and Mediatization: Dynamics
and Complexity

The studies reviewed above highlight that uncovering variety in the repre-
sentation of Muslims in the daily press requires a more dynamic and complex
understanding of the media than currently exists in studies on stereotypical
frames and discourses (see Morey and Yaquin 2011, 2). A useful tool for this
purpose is the mediatization of religion theory, which has been used in
several Nordic studies to analyze the representation of Muslims in the daily
press (Lundby et al. 2018; Lundby 2018; Lovheim 2019). Although the theory
has been criticized for overemphasizing the role of the media in religious
change, more recent applications have developed a dynamic approach to
religion and conflict (Hjarvard and Lundby 2018; Lovheim and Hjarvard 2019).
This perspective connects to Cottle’s (2007, 35) argument that studies of
media coverage of minorities must acknowledge a wider range of represen-
tations, including more progressive enactments. A key element of Cottle’s
(2007) view is that the media is positioned within wider power plays,
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struggles, and contestations in society. This can create “closures,” where the
media enhance stereotypes and polarization, but also “openings” for repre-
sentations that challenge stereotypes and reposition former “others” as active
subjects. This potential can be realized by displaying a variety of narratives,
voices, and explanations, contributing to embodying minority groups as ac-
tive subjects deserving recognition and political respect. In this way, media

can contribute to the democratization of society (Cottle 2007, 46).

Previous research shows that frame analysis is a useful tool for analyzing
variety and dynamics in the portrayals of Muslims, as well as how this dy-
namic is shaped by associated political and social issues in a particular
context. Frames are socially shared organizing principles for public discourse
on certain issues, articulated in statements on problems, explanations, moral
evaluations, and recommendations for action (see Hjarvard and Rosenfeldt
2018, 128; Entman 1993). Different frames also construct different forms of
performative agency for actors in terms of positions from which to present
claims and derive legitimacy. Previous studies have identified frames that
seemingly co-exist in dynamic or dialectic tension in newspaper articles. They
can be divided into three categories, which will be used as “sensitizing con-
cepts” (Blumer 1954) in the following analysis.

1. Muslims as a problem for society. Specific frames include Muslims as
expressing “angry” responses or protesting, as causing conflict and
tensions, and as connected to terrorism and radicalization.

2. Muslims as victims in society. Specific frames include Muslims as victims
of conflict or discrimination, thereby inviting sympathy and
identification.

3. Muslims as fellow citizens in society. Specific frames include Muslims
taking part in everyday community life, standing up for common values,
and seeking dialogue.

In the following section, the application of these concepts in the analysis will

be presented, following a description of the sample of articles collected for

the study.

6 Material and Methods

This article analyzes representations of Muslims in a sample of articles in the
Nordic daily press about Qur'an burnings. A total of 1,306 articles were col-
lected between April 1, 2023, and October 1, 2023, from 14 daily newspapers
(see Table 1) from Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. The selection
aimed to represent newspapers with the largest circulation and different
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TABLE 1 Distribution of newspaper articles by representation of Muslim actor voices
Newspaper Strong MAV Weak MAV Total
Aftonbladet 8 18 28
Dagen 2 9 11
Dagens Nyheter 12 12 25
Sydsvenska Dagbladet 14 13 27
Total Sweden 36 (40%) 52 (60%) 91
Jyllands-Posten (Dk) 2 4 6
Kristeligt Dagblad 5 11 16
Politiken 5 12 17
Total Denmark 12 27 39
AftenPosten (No) 2 4
Dagsavisen 1

Vart Land 3 5

Total Norway 6 13 19
HuvudstadsBladet (Fi) 4 9
Helsingin Sanomat 3 10
Ilta/Ilta Sanomat 3
Kotimaa

Total Finland 7 15 22
Total Nordic articles 61 (35%) 107 (62%) 171

political orientations, broadsheets as well as tabloids, and the largest religious
newspaper in each country. The articles were collected using the Swedish
search word Koranbrdnn* and equivalents in the other Nordic languages® on
the web pages of the selected newspapers. They were inductively and man-
ually coded by two researchers, namely by date, newspaper, genre, main topic,
and actor. The results of the analysis of all topics in the larger sample and the
framing of the event in opinion articles have been presented elsewhere
(Lovheim 2024); the present article focuses on the representation of Muslims

5 Finnish: Koraanin poltto; Norwegian: koranbrenning; Danish: Koranafbraending. In the

Nordic newspapers, only articles related to Qur'an burnings in Sweden were coded.
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as actors. The Swedish material makes up the largest part of the sample (53%
of articles) and will therefore be the main focus of the extended framing
analysis.

7 Analysis

The analysis will be presented in two parts. The first explores visibility
through a quantitative analysis of the extent to which Muslims were por-
trayed in the total sample of articles from all the Nordic countries. In addition,
the main news categories in which Muslims were represented as actors will be
discussed. The second part of the analysis consists of a more in-depth analysis
of framing in the representation of Muslims in Swedish newspapers.

7.1 Visibility: Muslims as Actors

The quantitative analysis of all actors portrayed substantially in the Nordic
newspapers generated 10 categories. The most frequent categories were in-
ternational actors (227), including countries and organizations such as the
United Nations and European Union, and experts (230), such as security
police, researchers, and lawyers. The category of Muslims was the third most
frequently represented, with 172 articles. This category covers articles fea-
turing individuals and groups explicitly identified in the text as Muslims.
Swedish politicians accounted for 142 articles, and the category of person,
corresponding to individuals who performed burnings of the Qur'an, was
featured in 139 articles. A cross-tabulation of the most frequent topics and
actors indicates that Muslims were primarily represented in articles on in-
ternational reactions (65), Swedish protests (39), and news events (41). Fewer
articles were found in the categories of security (11), religion (9), and law (9).

7.2 Representation: Muslims as Primary or Secondary Actors

Hjarvard and Rosenfeldt’s (2018) categorization of the inclusion of minority
actors’ voices was used to analyze how Muslims are represented as actors,
namely, Muslim actor voices (MAV). Strong representation includes articles in
which Muslims are primary actors in that they speak for themselves or their
voices are the main focus of an interview. Weak representation concerns
articles in which Muslims are mentioned, quoted, or paraphrased in a general
manner. The categorization was based on the headlines and introductions of
the articles (cf. Bleich et al. 20153, 2015b, 943). The results of this analysis are
presented in Table 1.
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The analysis revealed that approximately 35% of articles offered a strong
representation of Muslim voices, while the majority featured a weak repre-
sentation. As Table 1 shows, the proportion of newspaper articles with a
strong representation of Muslim voices was larger in Sweden (40%) than in
the other Nordic countries. Danish newspapers reported significantly more
than Finish and Norwegian newspapers on Qur'an burnings and on Muslims,
which aligns with the number of Qur'an burnings carried out and the political
and legal debates and decisions on the issue in Denmark (see Kiihle 2024).

Articles with a weak representation of Muslims were primarily found in the
topic category of international reactions and news events. In these articles,
Muslims were mainly mentioned in statements by politicians and juridical or
security experts or referred to as “Muslims” in general terms and, in some
instances, as “Swedish Muslims” (and the equivalent for the other countries).
Muslims were mainly presented as reacting through protests, for instance,
burning Swedish flags or attacking embassies in Iraq, Yemen, and other
Muslim-majority countries. The articles reporting on protests in Sweden with
weak representation displayed a more diverse representation. The sample
included several articles on large demonstrations in Stockholm, Malmg,
Copenhagen, and Helsinki in which reports of violence and threats to public
order were mixed with short statements from local Muslim organizations and
citizens trying to mediate in the protests.

Articles with a strong representation mainly gave a voice to international
Muslim organizations such as the Organization of Islamic Cooperation. In the
category of security, Muslims were also portrayed as primary actors through
threats from militant Islamist movements such as Al-Qaida and Hezbollah. A
smaller number of articles present the voices of Muslims living in Nordic
countries. In Swedish newspapers, interviews with imams and representatives
of Swedish Muslim organizations constituted one subcategory in this group
(nine articles). The other subcategory was made up of opinion pieces written
by spokespersons for Swedish Muslims, as organizations or individuals (10
articles). The third subcategory consisted of features and interviews with
Muslims living in Stockholm, Malmd, and Gothenburg who felt hurt by, upset,
or worried about the Qur'an burnings (14 articles). In these articles, a greater
variety of voices were presented, including young women, parents, teachers,
and shopkeepers. A last, smaller category (three articles) included opinion
pieces written by secular editors and columnists calling for respect for
Muslims’ beliefs and rights to ensure an inclusive and pluralistic debate.
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7.3 Framing: Citizens, Problems, and Victims

Previous research on the representation of Muslims demonstrated that sev-
eral frames co-exist in a dynamic or dialectic relation. Frames also seem to be
context related, so that Muslims are more frequently framed as a problem
with regard to international issues, whereas they are framed as citizens more
often in articles addressing topics related to the local community. Further-
more, tensions between the frames appear to manifest themselves around
certain social occasions or political controversies (Hopner et al. 2022, 295). To
what extent is this dialectic between frames also present in the material
analyzed for the present article, and in relation to what issues?

The analysis in this section relies on a close reading of a sample of 39
articles from Swedish newspapers.® All the newspapers present themselves as
politically independent, but Aftonbladet (a tabloid) has historically been as-
sociated with the Social Democratic party, while Dagens Nyheter and Syds-
venskan have taken a liberal or conservative political position. Sydsvenskan is
not the largest conservative paper in Sweden, but it is located in Malmo, a
region with a large Muslim population. Dagen is the largest daily newspaper
in Sweden with a religious (Christian) profile. A more detailed presentation of
the coding can be found in Table 2 in the Appendix. This sample was selected
to analyze variation in the representation of Muslims in Sweden; thus, it
contains an almost equal number of articles with strong (21) and weak (18)
representation. It accounts for 44% of the total sample of Swedish articles
representing Muslims (n = g1), of which 40% were categorized as strong and
60% as weak representation. The proportion of articles from each newspaper
matches the proportion of articles featuring Muslims in the larger sample.

7.4 Citizens Seeking Dialogue and Respect

The analysis showed that the largest category (23 articles or 60% of the
sample) presented Muslims as citizens seeking peaceful dialogue with the
majority society. Sydsvenskan featured the most articles on Muslims as actors
and citizens. Within this frame, the phrase “ordinary Muslims” or “Swedish
Muslims” was recurrent, primarily in articles interviewing local Muslims for
their perspectives and reactions to the Qur'an burnings. A distinctive example
was an article in Sydsvenskan entitled “My Qur'an”” (Habul et al. 2023), whose
introduction reads: “Beyond big politics, the Quran is part of everyday life for

6 The newspapers differ in circulation: 3,946,000 daily copies (print and digital) for
Aftonbladet, 1,117,000 for Dagens Nyheter, 304,000 for Sydsvenskan, and 15,800 for Dagen.
7 All quotes from the articles were translated from Swedish to English by the author.
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believing Muslims. And for the others. We asked seven Skaningar® with a
Muslim background to share what the Qur'an means to them.” Among others,
a young woman was quoted as saying: “The Qur’an says that we Muslims must
respect the laws of the countries in which we live. Myself, I have never
experienced problems living as a Muslim woman in Sweden. Rather the
opposite. I know a small group wants to burn the Qur'an. Most other people
respect me, and I respect them.”

References to “Swedish Muslims” were also made by Muslim individuals
and organizations in opinion pieces, as in the following example: “We Mus-
lims are a part of Swedish society. Those who burn the Qur'an harm our right
to practice our religion in a peaceful way” (Miaji 2023). These articles em-
phasized common values but also demanded stronger recognition of the
experiences and needs of Muslims by Swedish society. This was explicit in an
opinion piece by the chairperson of Swedish Shia council in Dagens Nyheter:
“As Swedes and Muslims, we invite dialogue on how the law on freedom of
speech can be protected while avoiding that it becomes utilized for agitation
against ethnic groups and to increase hate in society” (Ibrahim 2023). Another
example comes from an opinion piece by a Swedish member of the European
Parliament in Aftonbladet (Al-Sahlani 2023), who defined herself as a “liberal
Muslim” trapped between right-wing politicians and Islamists. She wrote: “I
will continue to deserve my citizenship. Because Sweden deserves it. But
Sweden also has to start deserving us,” for example, by enforcing laws on
discrimination more consistently and including Muslim individuals in all
discussions about Muslims.

The term “Swedish Muslims” was also employed by public intellectuals and
representatives of other religious organizations calling for solidarity with
Muslims after the Qur'an burnings. One example is an opinion piece penned
by several influential authors and researchers in Dagens Nyheter (Goldman
et al. 2023), which argued that “Swedish Muslims have a right to support
against mockery and offense.” The emphasis on dialogue and common values
between Muslims and other citizens was also salient in interviews with ju-
ridical and religious experts (TT 2023).

In sum, the quotes from articles representing Muslims as citizens fre-
quently refer to “rights” and “respect.” Muslims living in Sweden demand but
also deserve the right to practice their faith. Further, respect is presented as a
mutual practice. The Muslims quoted in the articles speak about respecting
the laws of Sweden but also demand that Swedish society respect their beliefs.

8 A common term for people living in the region of Skane in southern Sweden.
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7.5 Problematic Protesters

In the Swedish sample, 15 of the articles (38%) presented Muslims as a
problem for society. Across newspapers, news articles tended to re-produce
conflictual and negative frames more often, while features provided a larger
variety of experiences and opinions. Articles framing Muslims as a problem
for society also mostly focused on protests against the Qur'an burnings and
the Swedish state’s response. The protesters were in most cases located
outside of Sweden, such as the Organization of Islamic Cooperation and Egypt
in the case of a boycott by Al-Azhar University. In editorials and opinion
pieces, these organizations were referred to as “fundamentalists,” “fanatics,”
and “oppressive” vis-a-vis freedom of religion and speech, as illustrated by a
Dagens Nyheter headline (Editorial Board 2023a, 2023b): “Bizarre that op-
pressors such as the Taliban and Iran rage over Qur'an burnings.” A few of the
news articles reporting on demonstrations against the burnings in Sweden
also focused on social tensions and riots. For example, Sydsvenskan (Stendahl
et al. 2023) reported on “upset feelings” and increasing tensions during a
burning in Malmd, which eventually led to police arrests for disturbance of
social order and violence. Nonetheless, the majority of articles reported on
demonstrations in a neutral way or concentrated on their peaceful character.
One example is a report in Sydsvenskan (Hamdan 2023a) about a demon-
stration during which thousands of participants brought Qur'ans and prayed
together.

The theme of rights and respect was also central to this framing. A news
report on a survey of Swedish mosques, in which the majority stated that
Sweden should prohibit burnings of the Qur'an and other acts defiling Islam,
was published in several newspapers (Newton 2023). Several Muslims quoted
in articles on protests expressed criticism against the Swedish state for per-
mitting public burnings of the Quran. In a report on the first incident in
Stockholm (June 28th), a local imam was quoted as saying: “We want to show
our discontent with what is happening in Sweden right now. Not just allowing
Islamophobia, but that this is allowed to pass without a response” (Nordstrom
2023). A quote by another participant read, ‘I defend freedom of speech and
as a Swedish citizen I do think it is important. But this is going too far.” These
comments highlight the dialectic in the framing of Swedish Muslims pro-
testing against Qur'an burnings as both protesters and Swedish citizens who
expect their rights and beliefs to be respected.

7.6 Victims of the Burnings and Discrimination

The framing of Muslims as victims did not appear as a distinct category but
rather as one perspective in articles whose main frame was categorized as
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citizen or problem (six articles). This framing showed that Muslims were
upset by the burnings but also by more violent demonstrations against them
in Sweden and internationally. A Swedish Muslim woman living in Beirut was
quoted as saying: “We became very angry and sad. We do not accept this, we
do not accept the burning of sacred books” (Bovin 2023). In the same article, a
spokesperson for the Shia Muslim party defended the demonstrations, stating,
“Qur’an burnings are part of a Western campaign against the Muslim world,
which is the reason why Muslims must protest loudly.”

The theme of rights and respect for religious beliefs was also salient in these
articles. One example was an interview with a young Muslim woman with
“100,000 followers on TikTok and YouTube,” who received hateful messages
from Islamist influencers as well as right-wing extremists in Sweden (Hamdan
2023b). She explained that she wanted to counter prejudices and commu-
nicate a true image of what it is like to live as a Muslim in Sweden: “I talk
about how important it is to study, work, and contribute to society, at the
same time as you can keep your religion and culture as a Muslim.” This
framing was also present in the many interviews with Imams in the material.
For example, in Malmé, an imam explained that “Sweden is not a hostile
country towards Islam. We Muslims who live here know this” and expressed
his gratitude because “we have mosques in this country, there are burial
grounds in almost every municipality” (Jebril 2023). At the same time, he
described anxiety about the heightened risk of attacks against Muslims and
mosques following media reports of conflicts connected to Islam as well as
political statements scapegoating Muslims.

The connection of Muslims in Sweden as victims of violent protests and
issues of rights and respect was also present in opinion pieces. An editorial in
Sydsvenskan titled “People in Rosengard [one of the areas were most of the
protests occurred] should not be taken hostage” (Editorial Board 2023a,
2023b) stated: “Those who were affected by the riots were not those who
burned the Qur'an but the same people that Momika® does everything to
harm: ordinary Swedish Muslims.” Several opinion pieces, particularly in
Aftonbladet, argued for Qur'an burnings to be criminalized under the law on
agitation against ethnic groups because Muslims’ ability to participate in
society as citizens is affected by widespread hatred and increased violence
(Jalalian 2023).

9 Salwan Momika, who performed the Qur'an burnings in 2023.
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8 Concluding Discussion

This article responds to a call, in previous research, for a more nuanced
analysis of the representation of Muslims in Western media, focusing on
variety and dynamics as well as social and political contextualization. Against
the background of growing political tensions and criticism against Muslims in
Swedish society, a key question is whether a mediatized conflict such as the
Qur'an burnings of 2023 can become an opportunity for changing stereo-
typical representations of Muslims. A dynamic approach to mediatization
implies that in such a situation, the media can enhance a marginalization of
Muslims but also play a more progressive role in the public acknowledgment
of their experiences and claims (Cottle 2007, 168).

Visibility, agenda-setting, and framing are three key aspects of evaluating
the role of the media in liberal democracies (Bleich et al. 2015a, 859). The
analysis in this article showed that Muslims were visible in articles from
Nordic newspapers primarily on the topics of international reactions and
protests against the Quran burnings in Sweden. Two-thirds of the articles
provided a weak form of representation, mentioning Muslims in a general way
instead of presenting them as primary actors sharing their experiences or
claims. The Swedish newspapers, however, had a larger share of articles
representing Muslims as primary actors. Although the majority of these actors
were formal spokespeople, such as chairpersons for Muslim councils and faith
communities, the analysis also revealed that the voices of people constructed
as representatives of “ordinary Muslims” were frequently featured.

These findings corroborate previous research indicating that Muslims are
still most frequently framed in Western daily press as a problem and as
connected to international conflicts, terrorism, and violence. However, pre-
vious research also indicates that frames that are more beneficial and rep-
resent Muslims as citizens involved in community life seem to become more
frequent, not least in topics related to local communities (Hopner et al. 2022,
295). The analysis of framing in a selection of articles from Swedish news-
papers support this trend, revealing a larger variety in the depiction of
Muslims than has been noted in other studies. More precisely, 60% of articles
framed Muslims as citizens in Swedish society, seeking dialogue with but also
respect from the majority society. The Muslims framed as a problem for
society were mostly protesters situated outside of Sweden, while coverage of
the protests among Muslims in Sweden mostly reported on peaceful dem-
onstrations and actions against violence.

In line with previous research, the study revealed a dynamic rather than
dichotomic interplay between the different frames in the articles, which
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manifested itself around certain issues. First, this dynamic played out in the
interplay between the presentation of Muslims in general as “problems” and
Muslims living in Sweden as “ordinary citizens.” The presentation of Swedish
Muslims often used a human-interest frame, where individual voices are
highlighted to give a human face to complex and contentious social and
political issues. While this framing can be sympathetic and enable identifi-
cation and engagement among the public, it may also reinforce a particular
model of the ideal minority citizen who conforms to the values and norms of
the majority society (Abdel and Liebmann 2018; Morey and Yaquin 2011, 106).
This is evident in how the individuals quoted in the articles emphasize that
Sweden is a good country for Muslims, where their right to practice Islam is
for the most part respected. Thus, this framing promotes agency, but primarily
as actions and values conforming with the ideals and values of the majority
society. This resembles the “moral responsibility” framing in Abdlehady and
Malmberg’s (2018) study of media coverage of Muslim refugees, where a
sympathetic framing was embedded in arguments underscoring benevolent
attitudes towards immigration and multiculturalism as an important part of
Swedish values.

The second dynamic in the analysis was reflected in the integration of the
framing of Muslims as victims with their framing as problematic or as ordi-
nary citizens. In the articles, Muslims described their experiences of being
offended by the burnings but also by discrimination and riots. They also
criticized Swedish society for allowing burnings. Thus, this framing highlights
how the dialectic between Muslims as problems and as citizens manifested
itself in the issue of rights and mutual respect. In the articles framing Muslims
as citizens, Muslims were portrayed through references to their local, every-
day lives as parents, neighbors, and believers who are critical of fanaticism
and violence. Individuals, communities, and organizations alike, were most
often portrayed as seeking dialogue and cooperation and showing concern for
Swedish society and democratic rights. Previous research points out that the
stigmatized position of Muslims in Western societies might contribute to
silencing critical voices against the values and policies of the majority society
(Hopner et al. 2022, 303). Still, the diversity of experiences and reactions
displayed in the articles goes beyond a simplistic understanding of Muslims as
victims, giving them performative agency as citizens calling for respect and
protection for their values and rights to practice religion in Swedish society.

In conclusion, the representation of Muslims in the daily press reports on
the 2023 Qur'an burnings in Sweden largely framed Muslims as citizens. Why
was this the case? The variety of narratives and voices among Muslims por-
trayed in the articles can be seen as examples of how progressive ideals of
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journalism can be realized in a mediatized conflict by featuring different
perspectives and voices and nuancing and deepening coverage by providing
context (Cottle 2007, 35; Munnik 2017, 274). The themes of “ordinary Swedish
Muslims” and rights and respect, which are key to the dynamic between
different framings, also show that journalism is embedded in ongoing so-
ciopolitical issues in a society. Muslims’ rights and respect as citizens received
heightened political attention in 2023 through debates on amendments to
laws regulating democratic rights such as freedom of speech and the pro-
tection of ethnic and religious minority groups (see Lovheim 2024). The
increasing vulnerability of Muslims in Sweden was also highlighted in the
Human Rights Special Rapporteur’s report, which delivered serious criticism
of Sweden’s self-image as welcoming multiculturalism and freedom of reli-
gion. The dynamics between the framing of Muslims as citizens, problems,
and victims identified in this article reveal ongoing tensions and potential
changes in Sweden concerning the status of Muslims in the common social
universe of Swedish society. Whether Swedish newspapers contributed to the
acknowledgment of a more varied representation of the religiosity and ev-
eryday lives of Muslims in Sweden in this situation is, however, ambiguous.
Muslims were given a voice and agency primarily as Swedish Muslims who are
“ordinary citizens” in that they align with and promote the conditions for
practicing religion among the majority population. Thus, the framing of
Muslims as citizens remains highly conditioned. Given that the media’s ability
to contribute to the recognition of minority groups also relies on trust among
Muslim citizens, more research is needed on whether Muslims living in
Sweden perceive their framing as citizens as inclusive or limiting.

APPENDIX
TABLE 2 Frame analysis of representation in Swedish newspapers (n = 39)
Newspaper Date  Strong MAV Weak MAV Agency of Muslims
Aftonbladet 230708 Debate Citizens

230701 News Problem

230721 News Problem

230805 Editorial Citizens, victims

230830 Debate Citizen

230904 News Problem

230413 Expert Victim
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TABLE 2 Frame analysis of representation in Swedish newspapers (n = 39) (cont.)
Newspaper Date  Strong MAV Weak MAV Agency of Muslims
Sum 3 4
Dagen 230606 Debate Citizens, dialogue
230527 Debate Citizens, victims
230731 Interview Citizens, dialogue
230731 News Problem
230806 News Problem, citizens
230829 Interview Citizen
Sum 3 3
Dagens Nyheter 230702 News Problem
230702 Expert Problem
230721 Expert Citizens
230806 News Problem
230814 Debate Citizens, dialogue
230818 News Problem
230824 Interview Citizen
230827 Feature Problem, victims
231011 Interview Citizens
Sum 4 5
Sydsvenskan 230302 Interview Citizens, dialogue,
230508 Interview Citizen, dialogue
230628 Interview Citizen, dialogue
230709 News Citizens, protesters
230720 Interview Citizens
230721 Interview Citizens
230721 News Citizens
230726 Interview Citizens
230805 Column Problem
230822 Debate Citizens
230903 News Problem
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TABLE 2 Frame analysis of representation in Swedish newspapers (n = 39) (cont.)

Newspaper Date  Strong MAV Weak MAV Agency of Muslims
230903 Feature Citizens
230903 News Problem, victims
230903 News Problem, violence
230904 Editorial Citizens, Victims
230927 News Problem
230927 News Citizens, Peaceful

Sum 10 7

Total 39 21 18
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