




“Developing the idea famously set out by W. E. B. Du Bois, Stuart Hall suggested
that living with di�erence would be the problem of the twenty-�rst century.
Instances all across the world provide evidence of this and this insightful book,
centred on the Nordic countries, adds powerfully to a body of critical scholarship
on race and ethnicity that shows how entangled they are within repressed histories
of internal and external colonisation and imagined nationhood. By considering the
treatment of indigenous minorities alongside migrant communities, the editors and
contributors impressively advance understandings of the ways in which di�erence is
imagined and represented. Moreover the essays in this book skilfully analyse the
peculiarity of claimed ethnic homogeneity. By linking the role of this myth to the
in�uential model of the social democratic welfare state, they show that Hall’s
‘fateful triangle’ of ethnicity-race-nation requires a fourth pillar, namely the state.
Here is a book that may seem to be mainly of relevance to Nordic scholars but will
I hope be read well beyond there and by all those interested in ethnicity, migration
and the state, for its critical, engaged and engaging, unmasking of assumed homo-
geneity as well as its search for the possibilities of solidarity across di�erence.”

—Karim Murji, Co-editor of Current Sociology, University of West London, UK

“This collection is a welcome addition to the ongoing discussion on politics of
di�erence in Europe. O�ering a Nordic perspective, it combines a historical
deconstruction of national myths of homogeneity (questioning notions of
exceptionality, denials of colonialism/racism and claims of innocence) with
policy level analysis (securitization), individual narratives and group negotia-
tion strategies. Particularly insightful is its inclusion of diverse exclusionary
discourses in one volume. This strategy highlights the similarities between
discourses concerning di�erent disadvantaged groups that are often presented
and discussed separately (Samis and Romas but also migrants and asylum
seekers). Discussing the interconnected nature of these exclusionary structures
through a historical perspective provides a strong foundation for joint strug-
gles from below and for co-creating new politics of solidarity.”

—Halleh Ghorashi, VU Amsterdam, The Netherlands

“This wide-ranging and engaging collection underlines the historical and poli-
tical labour involved in producing homogeneity as a state of innocence under
perpetual threat. With its emphasis on histories and practices of nation-building,
bordering and race-making, the chapters not only contest the political and
a�ective investments in Nordic homogeneity that are so pronounced in the
region, and transnationally, they also foreground the reality and potential of
forms of solidarity forged against and beyond homogeneity’s coercive �ctions.”

—Gavan Titley, author of The Crises of Multiculturalism.
Maynooth University, Ireland





Undoing Homogeneity in the Nordic Region

This book critically engages with dominant ideas of cultural homogeneity in
the Nordic countries and contests the notion of homogeneity as a crucial
determinant of social cohesion and societal security. Showing how national
identities in the Nordic region have developed historically around notions of
cultural and racial homogeneity, it exposes the varied histories of migration
and the longstanding presence of ethnic minorities and indigenous people in
the region that are ignored in dominant narratives. With attention to the
implications of notions of homogeneity for the everyday lives of migrants and
racialised minorities in the region, as well as the increasing securitisation of
those perceived not to be part of the homogenous nation, this volume pro-
vides detailed analyses of how welfare state policies, media, and authorities
seek to manage and govern cultural, religious, and racial di�erences. With
studies of national minorities, indigenous people and migrants in the analysis
of homogeneity and di�erence, it sheds light on the agency of minorities and
the intertwining of securitisation policies with notions of culture, race, and
religion in the government of di�erence. As such it will appeal to scholars and
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belonging.
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Series editor’s preface

In the �rst two decades of the 21st century, the countries which are the geo-
graphic focus of this book changed their policies towards immigrants from
Welfare to Warfare, what has been called the ‘crimmigration of migration’.
This was particularly aimed at those from the non-Western world. For those
for whom the politics of solidarity and securitisation in the Nordic Region are
little known, this book provides a revelatory insight into the policies that
Denmark, Finland, Norway, Iceland, and Sweden have adopted towards
outsiders, particularly those whom they label as ‘undeserving others’. His-
torically, not all the securitising policies have been directed towards non-
nationals. In Sweden, indigenous mis�ts were perceived as a threat to the
nation’s societal homogeneity. Wishing to maintain its image of morality and
harmony of behaviour and appearance, from 1906 until 1975 it operated a
policy of sterilising ‘mis�ts’; these were mostly women whose ‘di�erence’
ranged from apathy and promiscuity to dyslexia and cleft palates. These past
policies help explain current strategies undertaken in order for the Nordic
Region’s nation-states to maintain their image as homogeneous societies.

The editors remind us that certain of the Nordic nations were themselves
colonisers and that this has in�uenced those countries’ reaction to the min-
ority presence and multiculturalism. For example, the original inhabitants of
the region, the Sámi, are now identi�ed as indigenous peoples; they have had
their histories silenced and now occupy a middle place in contemporary
society.

Signi�cantly, the studies in this book combine both historic and more
recent—post 1960—responses to the presence of those who do not conform to
the required cultural and social characteristics which re�ect the national
identity. The temporal range of essays thus enables the reader to compare and
contrast Nordic nations’ attitudes and policies towards di�erence. And whilst
certain benevolent acts towards immigrants have taken place—in 2015
Sweden admitted 163,000 asylum seekers—a manifest oversight in anticipat-
ing the impact of the migrant presence has resulted in many incomers
remaining on the margins and, as such, becoming a perceived threat to the
security and identity of the nation, and accordingly victims of recent secur-
itisation policies.



What becomes apparent when reading this insightful and highly informa-
tive volume is the way in which public and political attitudes have changed
towards immigrants who do not readily conform to the Nordic icon. White-
ness and non-whiteness have come to play an increasing part in determining
access to welfare and several chapters highlight the ways in which the provi-
sion of welfare has now become racialised and neighbourhoods virtually seg-
regated. In response, some migrants and their children are now taking action
to ‘make their voices heard’. However, this does little to encourage and ensure
cultural uniformity within nations that, as one contributor suggests, look
upon homogeneity and whiteness as a binary.

As the editors point out in their introduction, this book is not intended as a
hagiographical account of the policies that countries in the Nordic region are
currently adopting in order to restore and ensure their nations’ images of
solidarity and cohesion through their cultural sameness. Rather, the chapters
set out to deconstruct the securitisation strategies adopted as a means of re-
imposing the stereotypical Nordic identity by exposing the use of the policing
of those whose presence undermines the traditional image of Nordic homo-
geneity by means of their colour, race, ethnicity, or religion. There are �ve
main Nordic nations and their policies of securitisation and provision of
welfare to outsiders vary. What does not vary is the clear intent to maintain
their nation’s image of a homogenous cultural identity by means of restricting
those who are other and endanger the icon.

Whilst this book is very speci�c in its spatial and national foci it sends a
message to all those who readily accept national images and identities. It calls
on those concerned about the treatments of those who are other, di�erent,
and mis�ts to deconstruct the public face, look beneath the social rubric and
unearth the actual national composition and identity. For this reason and for
the originality and scholarship of its contributions, it should be required
reading for all those engaged in researching and understanding nations,
nation building, and national responses to migration and di�erence within
their society.

Anne J Kershen
Queen Mary University of London

Winter 2019

xiv Series editor’s preface



1 Narrations of homogeneity, waning
welfare states, and the politics of
solidarity

Suvi Keskinen, Unnur Dís Skaptadóttir and
Mari Toivanen

Cultural heterogeneity, and grounds for a politics of solidarity that would
connect the “imagined communities” (Anderson 2006) of today’s nation-
states, have become core questions in European politics. Across Europe
and including the Nordic region, we have witnessed the rise of right-wing
populism that builds its political agenda on ideals of cultural homo-
geneity, claims of diminished social cohesion, and security threats posed
by migrants and racialised minorities. The emphasis on problems of dif-
ference and demands for stricter policies relating to immigration and
integration, have by no means been restricted to the far right. Scholars
have identi�ed a “crisis of multiculturalism” discourse (Lentin and Titley
2011) or a “backlash against multiculturalism” (Vertovec and Wessendorf
2010), circulating among large sections of the political centre-right and
parts of the left, as well as among many prominent journalists and intel-
lectuals. The shift towards (demands of) cultural homogeneity, neo-
assimilatory politics, and security measures would not have been possible
without the active participation and rebranding of political rhetoric by
the broader political �eld. As Lentin and Titley (2011) argue, public
debates about multiculturalism and cultural di�erences are often ways to
address questions of race, power, and privilege in a hidden way, in times
when racism is treated as an outdated and awkward topic not to be
explicitly engaged with. In this book, we investigate the historical and
societal context within which the claims of the far-right parties become
understandable—instead of viewing them as totally alien or exceptional
phenomena, we see them as radicalised extensions of more accepted and
normalised ways of thinking and acting. We also argue that new con�g-
urations of solidarity are needed in European politics, which would
replace ideas around homogeneity/sameness and reformulate notions of
social justice to include migrants and racialised minorities that are today
increasingly portrayed as the “undeserving Others”. New politics of soli-
darity needs to acknowledge the histories and currents of colonialism and
depart from an understanding of social justice that incorporates and
seeks to repair the experiences of cultural and economic injustices.



This book provides a critical approach to the narratives of cultural
homogeneity and social cohesion that are usually taken for granted in the
understandings of societal security in the Nordic region. The perception
of the Nordic countries as exceptionally homogeneous in relation to cul-
ture and population is widespread in academic, administrative, and
public discussions (Alghasi, Eriksen, and Ghorashi 2009; Keskinen et al.
2009; Loftsdóttir and Jensen 2012; Ryymin and Schmidt in this volume1).
Cultural homogeneity is often portrayed as one of the central reasons for
the Nordic countries’ high level of social cohesion2 and—by extension—
the high level of societal security in the region. Societal security in this
sense refers to society’s capability to preserve its essential characteristics
in the face of actual or imagined threats. National and regional identities
have become central to understandings of societal security, the main-
tenance of which is seen to depend on the preservation of experienced
social cohesiveness and togetherness, that in turn legitimise the welfare
state.

In this book, we trace the historical emergence of narratives of exceptional
homogeneity and examine how governing of di�erences relates to the secur-
itisation of migration in the Nordic region—a tendency interconnected with
common trends in Europe (e.g. Guild 2009; d’Appolonia 2012), but with
contextual speci�cities within the countries studied here. The contributors
illuminate how normative understandings of cultural homogeneity neglect the
histories of transnational migration and ethnic minorities within the region,
as well as bypassing the colonial appropriation of land, and the assimilation
policies towards the indigenous peoples in the Arctic. The book aims to
answer the following questions:

� How are national identities in the Nordic countries developed around
notions of cultural homogeneity, and what kinds of histories have created
such understandings?

� What are the (ethnicised and racialised) presumptions of the idea that
cultural homogeneity promotes societal security?

� How do welfare state policies and practices seek to manage and govern
cultural/religious/racial di�erences?

� Which di�erences are seen as (cultural, economic, political) threats and
become security problems, while others do not?

� How are migrants, minorities, and targeted local actors resisting secur-
itisation processes, and creating alternative narratives from their
viewpoints?

Compared to earlier studies on cultural homogeneity and migration in the
Nordic region, this book elaborates three new perspectives. First, we not only
investigate the historical trajectories of taken-for-granted notions of cultural
homogeneity across the Nordic countries, but also detect how these are
intertwined with ideas of race and racial homogeneity as part of nation-state
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formation. Second, the book deconstructs ideas of cultural homogeneity by
focusing on indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities with a long-term pre-
sence in the region, together with post-1960s migrants and their descendants.
This contrasts with previous research that has discussed (the governing and
perspectives of) these groups separately. Third, we understand the histories
and current societal processes of the Nordic countries to be shaped by (post)
colonial relations. In contrast to dominant discourses, the Nordic countries
participated in colonial endeavours in many ways, outside Europe and within
the region (Keskinen forthcoming; Kuokkanen 2007; Loftsdóttir and Jensen
2012; Körber and Volquardsen 2014). These ignored histories continue to
a�ect relations between the indigenous populations and the Nordic nation-
states, as well as the perceptions and exclusionary processes encountered by
migrants from the non-‘Western’ world, and their children, in today’s Nordic
societies.

Ideas of exceptional homogeneity, nation building, and race

Historical narratives of the post-1960s transnational migration that pre-
suppose initial homogeneity as a central characteristic of the Nordic
countries are prone to depicting growing migration as a potential threat.
Embedded in such narratives—either implicitly or explicitly—is the idea
that the national sovereignty and cultural identities of the Nordic states
are being eroded by a greater level of cultural diversity, that is then seen
to be undermining the countries’ level of social cohesion, and conse-
quently their societal security. If (cultural) homogeneity is seen as a foun-
dation for, or a precondition of, a well-functioning welfare system, then
increased migration—by leading to greater cultural, ethnic, and racial
heterogeneity—logically threatens that system, or at least is a problem that
has to be dealt with.

However, all Nordic countries have been diverse in many ways, as docu-
mented in the growing body of historical research and literature on multi-
culturalism (e.g. Kivisto and Wahlbeck 2013; Skaptadóttir and Loftsdóttir
2009; Sandset 2019), as well as the chapters in this volume. The social, cul-
tural, and ethnic heterogeneity of Nordic societies was readily acknowledged
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century nation-building processes
and policies. It was considered to be something that threatened the societal
integrity of the nation-states, and thus was to be overcome through diverse
assimilatory and/or integrative policies. This was not least evident in the
building of the welfare systems, designed to overcome class and regional dif-
ferences through equalisation.

The idea of ethnic and cultural homogeneity is thus more a product of
nation-building processes, than a description of actual existing conditions. As
David Theo Goldberg (2002, p. 33) argues, “ethnoracial, cultural and
national homogeneity is sustained throughout modernity, not because it is the
natural condition”, but because it is the ideal kept alive and imposed on
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heterogeneous groups of people “through repression, occlusion and erasure,
restriction and denial, delimitation and domination”. For Goldberg, homo-
geneity is part of the ordering of the modern state, notably about the regula-
tion of social, economic, and cultural relations, and the governing of
populations de�ned in racial terms (ibid., p. 110). Modern states have also, in
varying ways, managed and sought to secure the conditions for economic
production, expansion of capital, and reproduction of labour. The processes
of homogenisation are thus as much about power over resources and dis-
tribution of wealth, as they are about cultural hegemony and normative
understandings of the ‘people’ and ways of living.

Nation-state building in the Nordic region di�ers to some extent among the
individual countries. While Sweden and Denmark have been the region’s
dominant states for centuries, having ruled over what is today known as
Norway, Finland, and Iceland, the latter three countries gained independence
in the wake of the nationalist movements of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Nevertheless, as the contributions in this book show, all
Nordic countries have promoted ideas of being exceptionally homogeneous,
ignoring and denying assimilatory and repressive state actions towards indi-
genous people and ethnoracially de�ned minorities.

The nation-states in the region have historically sought to manage and
deal with existing di�erences in multiple ways. The appropriation of land,
and subsequent erosion of livelihoods, have seriously a�ected the indi-
genous Sámi and Inuit people, while expulsion, restriction of movement,
and interventions into family life have targeted the Roma and Traveller
minorities (Helakorpi). Racial and ethnic categorisations—including
racial biology—have been used to de�ne and inferiorise indigenous
people and several minorities. Compared to these, assimilation policies
may seem less severe, but they have resulted in the silencing of identities
and local histories, as well as cultural and linguistic erasure (Siivikko,
Ringrose, and Stubberud). Since the 1970s, Norway, Sweden, and Finland
have adopted multicultural policies in their e�orts to respond to cultural
heterogeneity that has become hard to ignore (Ryymin). Since the 1960s
and 1970s, indigenous people and ethnic minorities have organised to
struggle for their cultural and land rights, both in dialogue and in con-
�ict with di�erent state policies. The post-1960s migrants and their chil-
dren have also mobilised in civil society to make their voices heard.

Notions of “exceptionalism” also refer to the perceived outsider position
that the Nordic countries are often thought to have in relation to colonialism
(Keskinen et al. 2009; Loftsdóttir and Jensen 2012; Sawyer and Habel 2014).
However, recent research has shown that Danish colonialism stretched from
the Caribbean to West Africa, East Asia and the Arctic (Jensen 2015; Körber
and Volquardsen 2014), while Sweden had minor colonies in North America,
the Caribbean, and West Africa. The colonisation of Sápmi, the land of the
Sámi people, crosses the national borders of Norway, Sweden, and Finland.
While Iceland was not in possession of colonies, it has strongly identi�ed with
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European history and modernity (Loftsdóttir 2017). Compared to the British,
French, or Dutch empires, the Nordic countries may have been “small time
actors” (Naum and Nordin 2013) in overseas colonialism, but they actively
participated in and bene�ted from the unequal economic, political, and cul-
tural relations developed during European colonialism—a position that has
been described as “colonial complicity” (Vuorela 2009; Keskinen et al. 2009).
When these histories are combined with knowledge of Nordic colonialism in
the Arctic, it becomes clear that the Nordic countries were in multiple ways
involved in colonial endeavours, both as “accomplices”, but also as active
colonial powers (Keskinen, forthcoming).

The chapter in this book by Teemu Ryymin uses social science texts to
examine how and when the notion of Norway as a particularly homogeneous
society was established. Ryymin detects the rise of a narrative that portrays a
dramatic shift from an ethnically homogeneous country, to increasing diver-
sity following labour migrations of the early 1970s, and refugee migrations
since the 1980s. Ryymin shows how claims of exceptional homogeneity are at
odds with the historical experiences of cultural, linguistic, ethnic, religious,
and social diversity in Norway. The chapter analyses the silencing of the his-
tories of Sámi people and several ethnic minorities, due to Norwegian assim-
ilation policies, and the social democratic welfare state project that sought to
equalise class di�erences from a universalist standpoint. Moreover, Ryymin
discusses the impact of racialisation, when distinctions are made towards
migrants from non-‘Western’ countries.

Garbi Schmidt analyses the ‘myth’ of ethnic homogeneity from a local
perspective, focusing on two neighbourhoods in Copenhagen. She investigates
the history of Danish national symbols, and the stories that hold together the
notion of a “homogeneous” nation. Contrasting the narrative of homogeneity
with the actual diversity in these two neighbourhoods at the turn of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Schmidt argues that Denmark and its
citizens were engaged in networks of communication that exceeded the space
of the nation-state. Ethnic and cultural homogeneity cannot be evaluated by
investigating only the number of immigrants; instead, a broader view that
addresses the transnational social, political, �nancial, and cultural connec-
tions of the country is needed. The chapter further examines perceptions of
homogeneity and heterogeneity in the two neighbourhoods today, showing
that such understandings are deeply racialised, and that homogeneity is con-
�ated with whiteness.

In her chapter, Niina Siivikko examines Sámi representations in the Finnish
media during the 1960s and 1970s. The chapter focuses on a period called the
“Sámi Renaissance”, referring to the revival of Sámi culture after harsh
assimilation policies that nearly led to the extinction of Sámi culture in Fin-
land. It is not coincidental that the Sámi defended their cultural and land
rights during a time when many other indigenous peoples and racialised
minorities were involved in similar struggles around the world. Siivikko
examines mainstream Finnish newspapers, arguing that the role of the Sámi
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within the nation was ambiguous. At times, the Sámi people were treated as
part of the Finnish nation, while they were otherwise thought to be in the
process of becoming part of the nation. Sometimes, they were even considered
to not want to become Finnish. The “Sámi Renaissance” meant the voice of
Sámi cultural activists became stronger, and a new identity politics was
developed that built on a spirit of solidarity to provide greater visibility to
Sámi demands.

Priscilla Ringrose and Elisabeth Stubberud analyse how two documentary
�lms about old and new minority groups in Norway position themselves in
relation to the Norwegian “national fantasy”. The documentaries explore
issues of national identity and belonging in relation to the Kven and the
Norwegian-Pakistani communities. Both �lms re�ect on the assimilationist
policies of the Norwegian nation-state towards ethnic and racial minorities,
but adopt di�erent ways of positioning themselves to majoritarian and min-
oritarian perspectives. The documentaries revolve around family stories,
bringing to the fore questions of gender, generation, and Norwegian state
interventions in the arena of family life. Ringrose and Stubberud interpret the
two �lms as being in dialogue with each other, suggesting that the Kven doc-
umentary contains both a symbolic warning and a promise to its Norwegian-
Pakistani counterpart.

Nordic welfare model and social cohesion

The link between social cohesion and cultural/ethnic homogeneity in di�erent
societies, and the long-term consequences of migration, have been widely
explored in recent research literature. Putnam’s 2007 article ‘E Pluribus
Unum’ created a controversy when it suggested that there are negative e�ects
within ethnic diversity resulting from migration to “Western” societies
(Putnam 2007; Morales 2013). The last decade has witnessed a heated debate
among scholars, and a growing body of research has evaluated the “threat”
hypothesis put forward by Putnam. Indeed, one of the central questions in
this literature has been whether the increased ethnic and cultural hetero-
geneity resulting from migration to a given society leads to the erosion of
social cohesion in that society. Scholars have examined, for instance, the
relationship between increased ethnic/cultural diversity and its potentially
weakening e�ect on reciprocity, participation in volunteering, social capital,
social trust, and solidarity in di�erent societies (Koopmans, Lancee, and
Schae�er 2015; van der Meer and Tolsma 2014 for a summary of these stu-
dies). Whereas some have con�rmed (to a certain extent) Putnam’s hypoth-
esis, others have shown that racial inequalities, segregation, and economic and
social precariousness are more consequential for social cohesion and trust,
than ethnic diversity (see ibid; Uslaner 2012).

The debates in Nordic research have been similar to those in the United
States and continental Europe, in that they have also included contrasting
views on whether the link between social cohesion and increased diversity
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resulting from migration is negative or positive (Delhey and Newton 2005;
Larsen 2013; van der Meer and Tolsma 2014; Goldschmidt 2017). The studies
have also examined, for instance, the attitudes of the white majority towards
government-funded welfare to migrants living in the Nordic welfare states,
known for their universalistic approach to social policies. The majority
population’s willingness to accept migrant and minority groups as legitimate
members of the welfare community has been considered to be central to the
social cohesion of that society (Goldschmidt 2017). Whereas the Nordic
countries may share some elements of their welfare models, they have had
quite di�erent approaches concerning immigration and integration policies.
These have ranged from more restrictive models of inclusion in Denmark, to
more liberal approaches in Sweden (Brochmann and Hagelund 2012), and
somewhere in-between for Norway, Finland, and Iceland. However, in recent
years, the policies have converged towards stricter measures in all countries.
Furthermore, the Nordic countries have in the past decade witnessed
increasing political and public debate about who is deserving of social welfare
bene�ts, and who is not. Keskinen, Norocel, and Jørgensen (2016) discuss
how welfare chauvinistic claims—that is, how the white majority population
is seen to deserve welfare bene�ts, more so than migrants and racialised
minorities—have become policy matters, in�uencing welfare practices in the
aftermath of the 2008 global recession.

What seems to be characteristic of debates (and research) on social cohesion,
both in the Nordic countries and elsewhere, is the con�ation between hetero-
geneity and migration: the heterogeneity of a given society is framed in terms
of an increased number of racialised migrant groups, without reference to
indigenous people or existing national minorities. This can lead to the often-
implicit assumption that national societies before 1970s migrations were more
or less culturally homogeneous. This can also come with a certain level of
normativity, when social cohesion that is associated with an alleged lack of
ethnic diversity is considered to be a desirable state of a�airs. Increasing het-
erogeneity through migration has been approached as a potential problem and
threat for the societal and political order, to be resolved through the integration
of the migrant ‘Others’. Indeed, Hickman, Mai, and Crowley (2012) suggest
that the phenomenon of social cohesion should not be approached through the
normative and functionalist models of social cohesion that contain an essenti-
alist understanding of what constitutes a “good society”. Instead, the authors
show that “local hierarchies of social entitlement and mobility, the acknowl-
edgement of transnational a�liations, belongings and histories of diversity
and/or homogeneity are all constitutive of social cohesion” (p. 10).

Another underlying premise in social cohesion literature seems to be that
only the nation-state is the basis of social cohesion and the provider of
resources (see Delanty 2000). In other words, cultural homogeneity, social
cohesion, and the “problem of integration” have been approached through
the nation-state frame, both in policymaking and research (see Wimmer and
Glick-Schiller 2003). Migrants, although coming from outside the national
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space, could not be excluded from the emerging welfare systems in Europe in
the post-Second World War period, since the emergence of the welfare sys-
tems was closely linked to the labour market the migrants became part of
(ibid, p. 310). Post-war immigration studies, especially in Europe, focused
upon the consequences of immigration to national welfare systems, and how
this related to the question of integration. Indeed, Bommes and Thränhardt
(2010) suggest that the way migration is conceptualised and the “problem of
migration and integration” is rearticulated, is rooted in the di�erent histories
of nation building. They argue that “paradigms of migration research” are
“rather scienti�c re-articulations of nation-state speci�c ways to constitute
international migration-related problem constellations” (ibid, p. 29).

Therefore, it is important to question the normative understandings of
cultural homogeneity and social cohesion—and to problematise the implicit
assumption of the nation-state as their frame of reference. Similarly, in
debates that con�ate cultural homogeneity with social cohesion, di�erence/
heterogeneity needs to be approached in a way that does not overlook the
histories of transnational mobility, indigenous people, and ethnic minorities.
And �nally, there is a need to critically examine the implicit link between
social cohesion and cultural homogeneity, particularly in Nordic societies
where cultural/ethnic/racial homogeneity has been part of the historical and
present-day narratives of national identity.

The development of the welfare state in the Nordic region was tightly con-
nected to the nation-state and notions of homogeneity. From the 1930s, Sweden
led the way in developing what became known as the Nordic or the social
democratic welfare model (Esping-Andersen 1990), combining redistribution
policies, comprehensive welfare bene�ts, and social services, in order to enhance
class and regional equality. The Swedish social democrats made the notion of
folkhemmet—literally, the people’s home—the basis of their political ideology.
Folkhemmet, originally a social-conservative nationalist idea, presented the
Swedish people as a uni�ed and homogenous entity under the shared familial
roof (Norocel 2013, p. 139). From the beginning, kinship ties and common ori-
gins were thus part of the welfare state ideology, the aim of which was to create
social cohesion and reduce class di�erences understood as the root of con�ict.

The “golden era” of the Nordic welfare states gave way to neoliberal poli-
cies from the 1980s onwards. The economic recession of the following decade
provided grounds for politicians who argued for welfare cuts and privatisation
in the name of competitiveness, e�ciency, and reducing welfare costs (Pyr-
hönen 2015, pp. 24–25; Keskinen, Norocel, and Jørgensen 2016). With the
shrinking welfare state came the reduction of available political means, and
the will, to decrease social divisions and govern economic fractures. The eco-
nomic crisis of 2008 led to austerity politics, especially in Iceland and Fin-
land. The welfare state that developed as a national project to reduce
economic di�erences and promote class solidarity now seems to be a threa-
tened project—this is due to neoliberal policies, but also waning class soli-
darity when the economic redistribution element no longer bene�ts lower
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income groups, and the support from the middle class simultaneously hovers.
While the idea of the welfare state still receives broad popular support in the
Nordic countries, in practice, privatisation policies and increasing socio-eco-
nomic divisions have become characteristic for these societies (e.g. Schierup,
Hansen, and Castles 2006; Kamali and Jönsson 2018).

In this political and economic climate, migration from non-“Western”
countries in particular has become perceived as an economic threat. At the
same time, migrants and racialised minorities form a large part of the low-
paid workforce essential for the Nordic economies and welfare states. While
migrants from post-socialist countries face certain advantages in comparison
to groups racialised as “non-white Others”, they can still lack employment
opportunities, and be inferiorised in relation to the majority population (Kri-
vonos). Even today, social exclusion and economic inequalities are treated as
challenges to social cohesion, but now they include a clearly ethnicised and
racialised angle. In public debates, the threat is located in racialised residen-
tial areas, and especially in their young non-white residents (Dahlstedt). The
Roma and Traveller minorities—who have a long history in the Nordic
region—also su�er from economic disadvantages but are largely de�ned in
public through cultural di�erence (Helakorpi). In dominant discourses, eco-
nomic threats thus seem to be connected more to the post-1960s migrants and
their children, than to older minorities or indigenous peoples.

In this book, Jenni Helakorpi examines the ways in which professionals
identifying as Roma and Travellers working to promote the basic educa-
tion of these groups, make sense of the practice of “provision of knowl-
edge about Roma and Travellers”. This chapter challenges the view that
providing knowledge about minoritised groups would be enough to pro-
mote justice in education; instead, a more thorough institutional transfor-
mation that includes continuous interrogations of power relations is
needed. Helakorpi argues that although professionals seek to use their
knowledge about Roma and Travellers to problematise ingrained processes
of racialisation, they are not able to totally avoid contributing to the very
same discourses. The chapter connects the production of knowledge about
Roma and Traveller minorities to state policies and public discourses
about Roma people more generally, which di�ers across the three studied
Nordic countries. Recent state recognition of historical atrocities seems to
provide space for narratives of discrimination and abuse to be included in
basic education knowledge.

The chapter by Magnus Dahlstedt focuses on the problematisations of
suburban youth in racialised residential areas in Sweden. In media coverage,
suburban youth are seen to pose a serious threat to the social cohesion of
Swedish society: stories of burning cars and stones thrown at police and
rescue vehicles present the urban peripheries as the locus of social disorder
and disintegration. Dahlstedt’s analysis departs from the local level, investi-
gating the views of local authorities and the youth themselves. Dahlstedt
shows that the authorities view the “area of exclusion” and its inhabitants as

Narrations of homogeneity 9



causing the problems of social exclusion. On the other hand, the youth in
these racialised suburbs focus on the mechanisms of social exclusion, and the
interventions that would be needed for change. New articulations of social
exclusion emerge when the suburban youth challenge others’ perceptions, and
call for societal responsibility in tackling exclusion.

Daria Krivonos analyses how Russian-speaking migrants positioned as
unemployed draw on a racial grammar to legitimise their place in the Finnish
welfare system. Krivonos relates these processes to the Finnish context, where
welfare chauvinist and neoliberal ideas of “deservingness” and “undeserving-
ness” are widely circulating in the public sphere. Krivonos argues that the
boundaries of deservingness and entitlement for welfare bene�ts are racialised
and interconnected with the idea of whiteness. Her analysis suggests that
through the reproduction of notions of non-white Others as workshy, young
unemployed Russian-speaking migrants construct not only their whiteness but
also their belonging to a form of neoliberal citizenship that has stigmatised
unemployment.

Securitisation policies and crimmigration

After the end of the Cold War and initial optimism about the opening of
borders, a growing emphasis has been placed on security and military concerns
in Europe. At the same time, the notion of security went through a transfor-
mation, where the constitution of threat and security measures were rede�ned
and expanded. Whereas hostile states and communism were formerly viewed
as primary security threats to national territory, mobile populations and
racialised minorities are now regarded as threats requiring the policing of
borders (Fassin 2011; Ibrahim 2005). The focus has thus moved from the state
to the individual, reinforcing the connection between security and migration/
migrants. With global neoliberal capitalism and the declining welfare state,
securitisation has become a central way to deal with perceived di�erences
within nation-states. While formerly perceived to be bene�cial for the expan-
sion of capitalism, migrants have now come to be regarded as a threat to the
conceived homogeneity of the population and the maintenance of the welfare
state (Fassin 2011; Ibrahim 2007; Faist 2004). These transformations are
re�ected in various policies characterised by the strengthening of border con-
trols, transnational surveillance networks, and internal security measures that
include the surveillance of minority populations. In the aftermath of 9/11 in
2001, the so-called migration–security nexus was reinforced and, as part of
this, societal security was even more strongly connected to cultural, religious,
and political issues. Perceptions of migrants as a threat to cultural identity or
as criminals are not entirely new, but such discourses have been reinforced and
expanded in the past two decades (Togral 2011; Aas 2011; Faist 2004).

According to the Copenhagen School, securitisation refers to a discursive
practice. Something becomes understood as a security threat when it is
claimed by the state or a dominant actor to be a threat that needs to be
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tackled, regardless of whether it is a real threat. Thus, securitisation is seen
as the successful discursive construction of an issue as a threat, which vali-
dates what measures are taken against it (Floyd and Croft 2011; Diez and
Huysmans 2007; Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde 1998). On the other hand,
the Paris School de�nes an understanding of securitisation focused on dis-
courses to be insu�cient, and instead emphasises the necessity of also
encompassing bureaucratic practices—the e�ects of security technology, and
professional security knowledge. For these critics, securitisation consists of
di�erent policy issues that enable the conveying of security knowledge,
skills, and technology (Diez and Huysmans 2007). Following Foucauldian
ideas, surveillance is understood as a form of governmentality. In the chap-
ters of this book, we can see how both discourses on migrants as a threat to
the Nordic homogenous societies and policies and practices related to such
notions a�ect the way racialised minorities are treated (see Thapar-Björkert
et al., Dahlstedt, Alghasi, Himanen, and Tryggvadóttir).

Nordic and European migration policies are institutionally linked to crime
and criminality. This is re�ected in policies and transnational cooperation in
relation to asylum and immigration, and in national policies and institutions
such as the criminal justice system. The intertwining of crime control and
immigration control is an important part of contemporary surveillance net-
works, not only of borders, but also within nation-states (Aas 2011; Fekete
and Webber 2010). This merging of crime and immigration (crimmigration) in
law and in crime and migration control, is also revealed in public debates and
practices of police on migration, and in transnational border surveillance
networks (Aas 2011). Surveillance and security discourses are connected to
citizenship, belonging, and global privilege, as well as social exclusion, and
Othering of migrants and minorities. This is re�ected in recent research
depicting how the policing of minorities and racialised groups—such as
undocumented migrants, asylum seekers, and Roma migrants—are linked to
crime control and immigration control regimes (Aas and Bosworth, 2013;
Fekete and Webber, 2010). Thus, although migrants and their descendants are
the main targets of contemporary security systems and databases, these mea-
sures are also extended to other minority groups, such as the Roma, “whose
standing as full citizens is in doubt” (Aas 2011, p. 339; Himanen). In the
Nordic countries, the indigenous Sámi and the Roma people have extensive
experience of racialisation and securitisation, as depicted by this book’s
chapters by Siivikko and Helakorpi. Roma people, in particular, seem to be
portrayed in relation to crime and security, even today.

Ibrahim (2005) shows how these security discourses are racist discourses.
Connecting migrants with forms of cultural di�erence that threaten existing
ways of life (including being a burden on the health and welfare system), and
lead to social breakdown, is in fact a modern form of racism, as it becomes a
criterion for exclusion. The resulting discriminatory actions towards migrants
and minorities based on ideas of danger is racism. Migrants and racialised
minorities have increasingly become scapegoats for economic problems and
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crimes in the Nordic countries. This is re�ected in public debates, in which the
connection is made between migration and criminality, and the ethnic, racial,
or religious background of the perpetrator functions as an explanation of
crime (Keskinen, 2014; Loftsdóttir 2017).

In their chapter, Suruchi Thapar-Björkert, Irene Molina, and Karina Raña
Villacura examine how a shifting political discourse—from welfare to war-
fare—has led to the increasing securitisation of Swedish suburbs with a high
proportion of racialised minorities. This has occurred in the context of grow-
ing neoliberalism and cuts in welfare services, while the penal sector, surveil-
lance, and racial pro�ling has been strengthened. The chapter shows how
crimmigration has taken place in the suburbs the authors investigate, leading
to a rising perception of the inhabitants as potentially dangerous. The police
are increasingly present, and body searches without motives are becoming
more common. The authors describe how the participants in their study
respond to the security discourse, and the demonisation of their neighbour-
hoods in the media discourse.

Markus Himanen examines criminalisation of immigration, through focus-
ing on the public and private policing of vulnerable and marginalised people
from Romania and Bulgaria, living as street workers in Finland. The chapter
also contributes to research on the position of the Roma minority, to which
many of the interviewees belong. Moreover, the study is based on interviews
with police o�cers and third-sector experts. Himanen shows how the street
workers are commonly met with criminalising and securitising policies. They
experience ethnic pro�ling; arbitrary surveillance; being stopped by the police
and security guards on a regular basis; as well as being frequently evicted
from public spaces. This leads to stress and humiliation among the street
workers. The police frame them as a threat to the general public’s feeling of
safety, and in terms of criminality, linking mobility and criminality.

Sharam Alghasi analyses the changing debates about migration in Norway
in the aftermath of the 9/11 attack, with new narratives about Islam in which
Muslims have come to represent the potential enemy within. This discourse is
repeated in the many terrorist-related stories about Muslims that have domi-
nated the Norwegian media. He interviews participants with Muslim back-
grounds in his study, examining their responses to these narratives as
represented in a �lm about radical Muslims. He shows how the participants
distance themselves from violent and reactionary portrayals of Islam and
Muslims in the documentary, the media, and society at large. They perceive
media practices related to Islam and Muslims as reductionist, and express
being surrounded by a state of stigma and Islamophobia in their everyday
lives. Moreover, they reject the reductionist image of being a Muslim that
excludes other dimensions within their identities.

Helga Tryggvadóttir examines the securitising discourse on asylum seekers
arriving in Iceland, arguing that the media discourse about them is both
racialised and gendered. Although asylum seekers are few, they are seen as
arriving in large numbers, while being undocumented and unknown. As
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demonstrated in the chapter, securitisation discourse of asylum seekers in
Iceland seeps into public and political discussions, in which the discourse of
criminality, cultural clashes, and potential terrorism intertwine. Tryggvadóttir
examines how statements in the media, and o�cial reports, link asylum see-
kers to terrorism, focusing on the threat they present (for example, because of
a lack of identi�cation papers, which is framed as a sign of criminality), while
negating the risks asylum seekers face. Tryggvadóttir depicts how authorities
spread dubious “knowledge” about asylum seekers, invoked by racialised
images. On the other hand, asylum seekers attempting to become “known” in
this society can also wield this notoriety as a strategy, to contest the autho-
rities’ decisions about their cases.

Towards a new politics of solidarity

This book provides a critical approach to the notions of cultural homo-
geneity, social cohesion, and societal security that circulate in the Nordic
societies. Through historical analyses, the contributions show how the idea
of exceptional cultural homogeneity was developed through activities by
social scientists, nationalist politicians, journalists, and cultural actors,
among others. This process has, however, not been univocal nor without
challenges. The production of a “homogeneous nation” was achieved
through repression and assimilation of indigenous peoples and ethnoracially
de�ned minorities living within the nation-state borders. While we empha-
sise the need for historically and contextually speci�c analyses of such pro-
cesses, it is evident that there are continuities between the past ways the
indigenous peoples, the Roma, and other minorities were treated, and the
situations the post-1960s migrants and their descendants face today in the
Nordic nation-states. Likewise, these di�erences relate to the histories of
colonisation, di�erential categorisations in racial hierarchies, and changes in
political economies. Nevertheless, an examination of both indigenous people
(such as the Sámi) and “old” ethnic minorities (such as the Roma, Tra-
vellers, and Kvens) and the post-1960s migrants and their descendants, is
useful in exposing the heterogeneity of the “people”, as well as the homo-
genisation processes through which states and political movements seek to
control, regulate, and exclude such heterogeneities.

These questions have become especially pressing in the wake of the waning
welfare states and neoliberal policies that erode the �scal basis of redis-
tributive policies and services, but also the (class) solidarity project that has
carried the welfare state and formed the basis for its “social cohesion”. That
migrants and their children—notably those racialised as “non-white
Others”—are increasingly blamed for the erosion of the welfare state (which
in fact is a result of several decades of neoliberal policies), can be interpreted
as a sign of an exclusionary form of politics of solidarity (Ålund, Schierup,
and Neergaard 2017). It seeks to reserve welfare only for those perceived as
“deserving” and “white enough” to belong to the core group, to which
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solidarity is restricted. Those not perceived to belong to this core group to
which solidarity applies, are targeted by securitising policies, surveillance
methods, and punitive measures. Such groups include recent migrants and
asylum seekers, but also the racialised populations living in poor suburban
city areas, and ethnic minorities within and across borders, such as the Roma.

The current societal condition in the Nordic region, and more broadly in
Europe, calls for other kinds of politics of solidarity—solidarities that are not
based on expectations of cultural, ethnic, or racial homogeneity and their
related exclusions; solidarities that acknowledge the histories and currents of
colonialism; and solidarities that depart from an understanding of social jus-
tice that incorporates and seeks to repair the experiences of cultural and
economic injustices, be they the result of unequal global power relations,
policies towards indigenous or minority groups with a long residence within
the Nordic region, or class structures. This means taking distance from func-
tionalist views on “social cohesion” that build on essentialising notions of
shared ethnic, cultural, or racial backgrounds, and instead approaching the
togetherness needed in current societies through a politics of solidarity. The
contributions in this book provide space for narratives that build on the his-
tories and experiences of indigenous people, ethnoracially de�ned minorities,
migrants, and asylum seekers (Siivikko, Helakorpi, Dahlstedt, Ringrose and
Stubberud, Thapar-Björket et al., Himanen, Alghasi, Tryggvadóttir, Schmidt).
They also raise questions about solidarities across cultural, ethnic, and racial
divides. A careful reading shows moments, movements, and collaborations in
which new forms of the politics of solidarity can, and are, taking shape.

Notes
1 In the following, we use italics to refer to contributions in this book.
2 Social cohesion is most commonly understood as a sense of togetherness and of

common social norms (Demireva 2012).
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Part 1

Histories of homogeneity and
di�erence





2 Forgetting diversity? Norwegian
narratives of ethnic and cultural
homogeneity

Teemu Ryymin

Introduction

Historical narratives of post-1960s transnational migration that presuppose
initial homogeneity as a central characteristic of the receiving country are
prone to depicting growing migration as a potential future threat—particu-
larly in relation to speci�c welfare models. If homogeneity is seen as a pre-
condition of a functioning welfare system, then increased migration that leads
to greater ethnic and cultural heterogeneity logically threatens it. Social sci-
entists have tried to ascertain whether migration actually is a problem in the
context of, for instance, the Norwegian welfare system, inspired by claims by
Alesina and Glaeser (2004) that greater ethnic heterogeneity is the main
reason for the much smaller welfare system in the United States compared to
Europe. Others, such as Putnam (2007), have claimed that immigration and
ethnic diversity tend to reduce social solidarity and social capital, at least in
the short term. However, results are inconclusive (Hatland 2011).

While most historically oriented welfare researchers carefully avoid stating
that ethnic and cultural homogeneity was indeed a foundation of the Nor-
wegian welfare system—talking rather about homogenisation processes in the
post-WWII decades when the system was given its classic design—such
notions may nevertheless be found in recent research literature. A 2013 ana-
lysis of immigrant electoral participation in Norway took as its point of
departure that Norway in the late 1960s was “a markedly homogeneous
country with the exception of a Sámi minority”; within this context, global
migration had from the 1970s made a “noticeable impact” on Norwegian
society (Bjørklund and Bergh 2013, p. 12).1 A 2017 historical discussion of
immigration, development aid, and state policy in Norway posited that early
1960s Norway “was one of the thinnest populated and most ethnically and
culturally homogeneous countries in the world”—a state of a�airs radically
altered by subsequent overseas labour migration (Tvedt 2017, p. 111).

While acknowledging the diversity of social science and historical research,
and by no means claiming that global migration was or is without noticeable
impact on Norwegian society, I argue that postulating such notions of “marked
homogeneousness” as an accurate characteristic of 1960s Norwegian society, is



at odds with the historical experiences of cultural, linguistic, ethnic, religious,
and social diversity in Norway (cf. e.g. Kjeldstadli 2003; Kjeldstadli 2008). It is
also at odds with the current state of politically acknowledged historical ethnic
and cultural diversity in Norway. The state of Norway had acknowledged in the
1980s that the Sámi had historically been present in the area when the Norwe-
gian state was established, and the rati�cation of the ILO Convention No 169
concerning indigenous and tribal peoples in independent countries in 1990 con-
�rmed the status of indigenous people for the Norwegian Sámi (cf. Aarseth
2006). In 1998, the Norwegian Parliament also acknowledged the presence of
�ve national minorities in Norway: the Kvens, Jews, Roma, Romani, and
Forest Finns.2 In addition to self-identi�cation by the minorities themselves,
the acknowledgement of these groups as distinct minorities was also premised
historically: all �ve minorities had been present in Norway for more than one
hundred years. The Kvens, for instance, were descendants of eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century migrants to Northern Norway from Finnish-speaking
areas of today’s Northern Sweden and Finland; the Forest Finns descend
from migrants of the border area between Southeastern Norway and Sweden,
arriving in the early seventeenth century.3 In addition to these acknowledged
minorities with a long historical presence in Norway, the country has also
received immigrants from other countries before the 1970s. However, com-
pared to the aforementioned minorities, the immigrant population—who were
mostly of European origin—was not made visible, for example, in the cen-
suses from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as they were not seen
as su�ciently di�erent to be counted as something other than Norwegians.4

We might thus talk about a statistical assimilation of everyone considered to
share a ‘European culture’ or ‘race’.

Despite this, the notion of a society which at some point in the historical
past was very ethnically and/or culturally homogeneous, and which subse-
quently has become increasingly heterogeneous through (mainly) overseas
immigration, seems to be a particularly persistent myth in Norway. Such
myths also persist in other Nordic countries (cf. Hagerman 2006; Tervonen
2014). In the following, I will �rst discuss how and when the notion of
Norway as an especially homogeneous society was established, particularly in
texts related to social science research. Second, I will put forth some reasons
for why notions presupposing a homogeneous Norway were particularly visi-
ble in the late 1960s. Finally, I o�er some thoughts as to why such notions
still persist, despite both recent scholarship, and policies to the contrary.

The goal of a homogeneous population

The notion of Norway—and Norwegians—as particularly homogeneous has
long roots. In 1882, Anders Nicolai Kiær, Director at Statistics Norway [Det
Statistiske Centralbureau] since 1876, stated in a presentation of population
statistics: “The population of Norway is uncommonly homogenous”.5 Just
what this statement meant is, however, not straightforwardly clear. Kiær
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continued by adding: “Besides the Norwegians and those sparse elements of
foreign origin that are absorbed in them, there are but two particularly dis-
tinguished Tribes, namely the Lappish and the Finnish”.6 They were not
many in number—30,878 or 1.7 percent of the total population—but even so,
the two groups were clearly regarded by Kiær as an exception from the image
of Norwegian homogeneity. In parts of the country, for instance in Finnmark,
the Sámi (who were at the time called “Lapps”), were in fact the majority in
1845, consisting of more than 50 percent of the country’s population; the
Finns—or Kvens, as they are called today—were counted as more than 10
percent. In 1900, they numbered 29 percent and 16 percent, respectively. The
de�ning di�erence that sat the Sámi and the Kvens apart from the Norwe-
gians proper, was however not their numbers or foreign origin, but race,
according to Kiær.7

The image of uncommon homogeneity of the population of Norwegians was
thus, for Kiær, not a�ected by the presence of ethnic minorities. Not only were
the Sámi and the Kvens seen as irrelevant in this respect, they were also con-
sidered by many as belonging to a lower position on the evolutionary ladder.
The supposedly ‘primitive’ Sámi were commonly placed on the lowest rung of
the ladder, the Kvens in the middle, and the Norwegian population on top (cf.
e.g. Ryymin 2007). Neither did the presence of (European) foreigners in
Norway a�ect the image of homogeneity. When comparing the percentage of
“foreign-born” persons in Norway to other countries, Kiær found that Norway
was very near the European average: 1.99 percent of the resident population in
Norway in 1875 was “foreign-born”, while the average percentage in Scotland,
England, Switzerland, Denmark, France, Belgium, Ireland, Greece, the Neth-
erlands, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Sweden, and Spain was in fact only 1.8
percent.8 Compared to the United States, with 14.3 percent “foreign-born” in
1870, the European numbers were of course very low. The fact that Norway
had slightly more resident foreign-borns than the European average, was by
Kiær turned into an expression of “uncommon” homogeneity because most of
those “foreign-born” were in fact Swedes (about 77.6 percent of the total of the
“foreign-born”). For Kiær, such “sparse elements of foreign origin” as Swedes
were obviously similar enough in racial terms to Norwegians that they were
easily absorbable into that category. While Kiær did not discuss this, Norway
and Sweden were in a personal union until 1905, so perhaps this also made it
easier for him to subsume the Swedes. Thus, despite the presence of “two dis-
tinguished Tribes” and relatively more “foreign-born” than in many other
European countries, the population of Norway was still characterised by Kiær
as “uncommonly” homogeneous.

We might best interpret Kiærs’ statement of “uncommon homogeneity” as
an expression of a wish or a goal for how the population of Norway should
be—that is, “racially” and nationally uni�ed. Such a goal was of course not
particular to Kiær—or to Norway. The desirability of a monocultural,
homogeneous nation was a sentiment shared by the immensely powerful
nineteenth-century Norwegian nationalist movement. The realities of the
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nation’s nineteenth-century population did not, however, concur with such
a sentiment. While Kiær acknowledged the presence of the Sámi and the
Kvens, he did not mention that there existed yet another minority not
registered in the population censuses: the Romani, who were registered
separately and thus made statistically invisible (Niemi 2003, p. 162). Even
so, their presence counteracted the image of a homogeneous Norway. In
1854, the founding father of Norwegian social research, Eilert Sundt,
received a grant from Parliament to study the Fanteproblem, that is, the
Romani problem, resulting in several reports to Parliament suggesting
ways to deal with the challenge of itinerant Romani (cf. Midbøe 1968).
Sundt perceived the Romani as an ethnic group—but additionally saw
them as problematic and uncivilised, in need of being “uplifted” and ulti-
mately assimilated into the Norwegian majority, a task the Norwegian
state took upon itself to �nance (cf. Minken 2009, pp. 101–111; Niemi
2003, pp. 147–174; Haave 2017). From the mid-nineteenth century, the
Sámi and Kven presence was similarly acknowledged as a political and
national challenge, giving rise to a sustained state policy of Norwegiani-
sation. Through various means, the state strived for the minorities to
change their language(s) to Norwegian, and to become assimilated into
the majority culture (Niemi 2017). Also, in Sweden, Statistics Sweden
upheld an image of a very homogeneous population—exceptions, such as
ethnic minorities, simply did not matter.9

In the early twentieth century, particularly after the �rst world war,
heterogeneity in the form of the presence of ethnic minorities in Norway
was acknowledged—they were counted in censuses as separate cate-
gories—and perceived by researchers and politicians as highly problematic
(Lie and Roll-Hansen 2001, pp. 146–150; Kjeldstadli 2010, p. 24). Di�er-
ent minorities, however, represented di�erent problems in the eyes of the
authorities. The Kvens were seen as a potential �fth column, �rst for
Imperial Russia, and after 1917 for an allegedly expansionist Finland. The
Sámi were considered by many as a remnant of a primitive, non-develop-
able culture and race that was destined to die. The “wandering” Romani
were perceived as a threat to the bourgeois social order. Jews—who in the
nineteenth century were generally seen as a religious rather than an ethnic
minority—were banned from the country by the constitution of 1814 until
1851 (for overviews of Norwegian minority policy in this period, see
Kjeldstadli 2003 and Brandal et al. 2017). The search for solutions to the
perceived problem of ethnic heterogeneity culminated, at least in terms of
radicalism, during the Second World War. The constitutional ban of Jews
from Norway was reintroduced in 1942, at the same time that 772 Nor-
wegian Jews were deported to Nazi extermination camps in accordance
with die Endlösung [the Final Solution] (Tjelmeland 2003, pp. 27–35;
Bruland 2010; Banik 2017). In 1944, the national socialist collaboration
regime also presented a plan to eradicate the Romani (Hanheide-utvalget)
through segregation and forced sterilisation (Tjelmeland 2003, pp. 37–38).
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Thus, it is reasonable to state that in late nineteenth and early twentieth
century nation-building processes and policies, the ethnic heterogeneity of
Norwegian society was acknowledged as a problem, as something that had to
be overcome through assimilatory and/or integrative measures. During the
Second World War, even genocidal measures were launched and con-
templated. The ethnic and cultural homogeneity of the Norwegian population
was therefore held forth as a goal, having gained tremendous momentum via
the Norwegian nationalist movement since the mid-nineteenth century. How-
ever, such ‘homogeneity’ was by no means a precise description of the coun-
try’s population.

Describing homogeneous Norway

While di�erent ethnic and religious groups had thus been problematised on a
regular basis until the end of the Second World War, a radical break occurred
after 1945: Norway was increasingly seen as, and described to be, a homo-
geneous country in terms of ethnicity and culture. For instance, the national
census of 1946 did not register the Sámi or Kvens at all; in the 1950 census,
only information on the use of Sámi and Finnish languages was registered.
The non-acknowledgement of the Sámi and the Kvens in 1946 was justi�ed
by Statistics Norway because of the “experiences of war” (Lie and Roll-
Hansen 2001, p. 150). Other representatives of the authorities were of the
same persuasion in the immediate post-war years. In his 1947 plan for
rebuilding the Norwegian public health system, the highly in�uential General
Director of Health, Karl Evang, could state that the future prospects for such
an undertaking were good. Among others, one reason for this was that
Norway had a “homogeneous population” (Evang 1947, pp. 96–97). This
assessment was also based on “experiences of war”, namely Evang’s knowl-
edge of the United States and United Kingdom obtained during his wartime
exile (cf. Nordby 1989). Compared to those countries, particularly the United
States, Norway indeed seemed homogeneous in terms of nationality and race:
there was no “Negro Problem” in Norway, even though some Norwegian
scientists saw the Sámi in Norway as a parallel (Andresen 2016, pp. 414–415).
Evang did not pay much heed to the Sámi; even though he was fully aware of
their presence, their linguistic and cultural di�erences from the Norwegian
majority population were largely irrelevant in his eyes. For the ardent social
democrat Evang, the only di�erences that made a di�erence were social and
geographical; class and regional di�erences were to be ameliorated through
universalist health and welfare policies (cf. Ryymin and Andresen 2009).

However, the acknowledgement of the presence of the Sámi was an excep-
tion to a growing conviction among many observers that Norway was indeed
a homogeneous country in the post-WWII decades. From the late 1940s, the
Sámi were again visible both in policymaking—in particular concerning lan-
guage and cultural issues—and in research by leading linguists, ethnologists,
and ethnographers as a speci�c problem demanding political action.
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However, the goal of the new Sámi policy developed in the late 1950s and
early 1960s was not to assimilate the Sámi, and eradicate their language(s)
or culture(s). It was rather to strengthen and develop what was seen as
Sámi culture, as stated during the 1963 Parliamentary debate on the pro-
posal for a new Sámi policy by the so-called Sámi Committee (Aarseth
2006, pp. 67–70; Andresen 2016).

But the Sámi exception was just that—an exception. Even though the Sámi
were acknowledged, they alone came to represent diversity—and this had no
impact on the overall characterisation of Norwegian society as “uncommonly
homogeneous”. Rather, one could argue that ethnicity was increasingly per-
ceived as an irrelevant or marginal societal category in the post-war decades.
In his in�uential 1964 book Sosiologi, sociologist Vilhelm Aubert stated that
the Sámi were but a marginal presence in some isolated rural peripheries of
Northern Norway. A “sami element” could be found in many villages in
Northern Norway, and that did have some signi�cance for individual social
identity, but it “seldom leads to a genuine minority problem. The ethnic cri-
teria are too unclear for that”10 (Aubert 1964, p. 190). Other ways of per-
ceiving social di�erences, such as class and geography, were seen as far more
relevant by many—including many of those who otherwise could have been
classi�ed as belonging to an ethnic minority. A case in point here is the
negative local reception of the Sámi Committee’s proposal to strengthen Sámi
language and culture in the schools of Finnmark. The so-called “Easter
Resolution” passed in a local popular meeting in Karasjok in 1960, stating
that the Sámi did not want any positive, a�rmative action aimed at them as
Sámi—they regarded themselves as Norwegians (Andresen 2016, pp. 428–
429; Selle et al. 2015, pp. 54–61).

While the Sámi were politically acknowledged, the other ethnic minorities
in Norway were rendered more or less invisible. For instance, silence reigned
regarding the Kvens, in both policy and research (Niemi 2010). More gen-
erally, no o�cial minority policy dealing with other minorities than the Sámi
was formulated until the 1970s. And in some social science research, the
notion of an “unusually” homogeneous Norway was strengthened towards
the end of the 1960s.

In 1968, the social scientist Johan Galtung observed that Norway was
indeed “an unusually homogeneous country, regarding both race and ethnic
relations (particularly language)” (Galtung 1968, p. 459). Compared to many
other states in the world, “practically everyone in Norway are Norwegians
and most Norwegians are in Norway (…)”, wrote Galtung, thus echoing the
director of Statistics Norway from 1882 (Galtung 1968, p. 453). These char-
acteristics were chie�y based on statistics from the World Handbook of Poli-
tical and Social Indicators (Russett et al. 1964), from which Galtung chose
three indicators: the percentage of the population that spoke the dominant
language in a country or identi�ed as Roman Catholic or Muslim. Amazingly
enough, the World Handbook placed Norway at the top of the list regarding
speakers of dominant language, as 99.7 percent of the population allegedly
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spoke “Norwegian” (Russet et al. 1964, p. 134, Table 39). This was stated
despite the fact that “Norwegian” indeed consists of two languages, as Gal-
tung himself also �eetingly mentioned. Nevertheless, Norway was on top
here, closely followed by East and West Germany (99.5 percent each, with
German as the dominant language), Madagascar (99.0 percent, Malagasy),
Austria (98.7 percent German-speaking), and the Dominican Republic (98.0
percent Spanish). And Norway was pretty low on religious diversity—only 0.2
percent of the population were Roman Catholics, giving Norway a rank of
110 among 118 countries—with Japan, Sweden, and Pakistan just above, with
0.3 percent (Russet et al. 1964, pp. 249–251, Table 73). According to the
World Handbook, there were no Muslims, statistically speaking, in Norway in
1950—making Norway one of 44 other countries with a similar count, out of
a total of 103 (Russet et al. 1964, pp. 255–257, Table 75). The connection
between “race and ethnic relations”, and the percentage of Norwegian
speakers, and of Roman Catholics and Muslims, was not explicated by Gal-
tung. Nevertheless, according to him this “unusual” linguistic and religious
“homogeneity” explained the notable lack of organised violence between
population groups in Norway, as well as the country’s “current very low rates
of immigration and emigration” (Galtung 1968, p. 453). To put it mildly, the
foundation for Galtung’s notion of the “unusual” homogeneity of Norway
was thus rather �imsy, and he did not even consider the presence of the Sámi,
the Kvens, or other ethnic minorities in Norway as relevant in his assessment.

Galtung did however cite population statistics from a number of countries
regarding the number of “foreign-born” in a country. Norway’s 1.7 percent
“foreign-born” of the population was “low, but not extreme”, according to
Galtung: it was far less than the 16.9 percent in Australia, 14.7 percent in
Canada, or 7.4 percent in France (Galtung 1968, p. 457, and Table 12.5).
Switzerland, Sweden, Turkey, Great Britain, Brazil, and Thailand also had a
somewhat higher percentage than Norway in this regard; only Finland (0.7
percent) had less—as well as the United States (0.5 percent), which, however,
had no less than 19 percent of its population registered as of “foreign stock”.
All in all, Norway could, according to Galtung, be described as a country
that had achieved “extreme peacefulness and equality with the help of
homogeneity, anti-pluralism, and congruence” (Galtung 1968, p. 468).

These observations by Galtung were set forth in a highly in�uential 1968
publication, Det norske samfunn, presenting an overview of current scienti�c
sociological knowledge of Norway—and they have had a long-lasting impact.
The aforementioned social scientists discussing immigrant electoral partici-
pation in Norway in 2013, explicitly cited Galtung’s contribution in Det
norske samfunn as proof for the claim that Norway indeed had been a
“markedly homogeneous country” in the late 1960s. Historian Terje Tvedt’s
recent assertion of Norway as one of the world’s most culturally and ethni-
cally homogeneous countries in the early 1960s was based on the tiny number
of African, Asian, or Latin American-born individuals in the country at the
time. According to him, 99.9 percent of the country’s population in 1963
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consisted of “ethnic Norwegians” (Tvedt 2017, pp. 111–112). The Sámi, the
Kvens, and the other minorities had seemingly vanished into thin air.

Forgetting diversity: Possible reasons for the late 1960s amnesia

On this basis, it seems that the historian Knut Kjeldstadli has made a valid
point in stating that by the late 1960s, the previously acknowledged historical
ethnic diversity of Norwegian society was “forgotten” (Kjeldstadli 2008, p.
50). Several possible reasons for this “amnesia” may be put forth: �rst, the
relative success of long-standing assimilation policies, resulting in lower visi-
bility of ethnic minorities than before. This cut both ways—many belonging
to the majority were less prepared to see ethnicity as a relevant identity cate-
gory, but also many among those who could have categorised themselves as
Sámi, for instance, chose—or felt compelled—not to do so (cf. also below).
To the extent the minorities were visible in the politicians’ and scientists’ gaze,
they were often seen as a social problem—for instance, as particularly poor,
marginalised groups that had not been able to participate in growing post-war
a�uence and welfare. Examples of this way of looking at the Sámi can be
found among sociologists (e.g. Aubert 1968; Aubert 1973), and for the Roma,
also among the political authorities (cf. Holme 2015, pp. 22–39).

This connects to the second reason, namely the general success of the social
democratic project, focusing on the equalisation of social (class) and geo-
graphical di�erences—disregarding cultural and ethnic di�erence. In some
ways, the late 1960s represented the completion of the social democratic
integration project, manifested in the “crowning” of the social welfare system
with the Social Security Act in 1966, giving occasion to the notion of “the
happy moment of social democracy” (Sejersted 2005, pp. 291–292). The
extent to which this development also led many of those who otherwise might
be categorised as belonging to an ethnic minority to rather identify in terms
other than ethnic, as in Karasjok in 1960, is immensely di�cult to assess. It
seems reasonable that this indeed was the case, pointing to what latter-day
scholars of a more ethno-political bent have described as “ethnic self-denial”
among, for instance, the Sámi (cf. Ryymin 2015, pp. 35–36).

Third, the “new” social sciences such as sociology—which gained in�uence
in the post-war decades—focused mainly on societal aspects other than eth-
nicity and culture. The extent to which ethnic minorities such as the Sámi or
Roma (who at the time were called “Gypsies”) were investigated in social
science research until the late 1960s/early 1970s were, as mentioned, often
discussed in terms of social policy, social deprivation, and poverty in periph-
eral areas. Perhaps the tendency to invoke global comparisons—of consider-
ing Norway in relation to countries such as the United States, Canada, or
Australia—also contributed to the impression that Norway indeed was
exceptionally homogeneous in cultural and ethnic terms. Compared to these
countries, with their history of colonisation and migration, such a conclusion
was plausible—even though it was misleading.
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A fourth—admittedly somewhat speculative—reason for the 1960s ten-
dency to regard the population in Norway as particularly homogeneous in
ethnic terms, may lie in the then prevailing way of constructing ethnic di�er-
ence as a matter of race and skin colour. In the early 1960s, many Norwe-
gians obviously considered skin colour as a main indicator of ethnic
di�erence, and the overwhelming “whiteness” of the population may thus
easily have strengthened an understanding of the country’s population as
essentially homogeneous. That race or skin colour was seen as signi�cant was
infamously expressed in the newspaper Aftenposten, reporting on the opening
of the railway line to the city of Bodø in Northern Norway in 1962: the 2
February, 1962 headline stated “First passenger train to and from Bodø
today—Negro on board” (cf. Tvedt 2017, p. 111). The tendency to racialise
di�erence was of course nothing new, as Kiær’s view of the homogeneity of
the Norwegian population from 1882 shows. Moreover, this tendency has by
no means disappeared—as amply demonstrated by the use of the cited
Aftenposten example by Tvedt in 2017 as proof of Norway’s exceptional
homogeneity in the 1960s.

Growing awareness of ethnic diversity in research and policy

However, although Galtung obviously did not think that the presence of
Sámi—or indeed any other ethnic minorities in Norway—was worth men-
tioning in his discussion of the country’s “unusual homogeneity” in 1968,
awareness of ethnic diversity was growing in the late 1960s. In fact, the same
book where Galtung set forth his views did mention that there were indeed
also minorities in Norway—�rst and foremost the Sámi, but also Kvens, Jews,
“Gypsies”, European post-war refugees, and immigrant workers from South-
ern Europe, particularly Italy, Spain, and Yugoslavia. Albeit few in absolute
numbers, Finnish workers also made themselves noticed in northernmost
Norway (cf. Aubert 1968; Tjelmeland 2003, pp. 89–104). Surprisingly, it
seems that neither Galtung in 1968, nor the social scientists citing him in
2013, had noticed this.

Simultaneously with Galtung’s description of Norway as an “unusually”
homogeneous country, new ways of conceptualising ethnic minorities began
to surface in Norwegian research. From the end of the 1960s, young, radical
social scientists and historians began to see the Sámi not primarily as a social
problem, but as a colonised indigenous population (cf. e.g. Homme 1969). In
the 1970s, this new perception of the Sámi was spurred on not least by the
momentum of the Sámi political movement, and its struggle against govern-
mental plans to build a hydroelectric power plant threatening the livelihood
of Sámi reindeer herders in Finnmark. The Kvens also resurfaced in the
research agenda in the 1970s, �rst among linguists, thereafter also among
historians; during subsequent decades, research into many “old” ethnic
minorities has steadily grown (cf. historiographical overviews in e.g. Brandal
et al. 2017; Lund and Moen 2010; Niemi 1995). Compared to the older pre-
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Second World War research, this research has in particular investigated state
minority policy and its consequences; rather than seeking solutions to a
“minority problem”, it sought to strengthen minority positions in di�erent
ways (cf. Ryymin and Nyyssönen 2013).

Together with international developments regarding indigenous and min-
ority rights, such research—and more crucially the ethno-political mobilisa-
tion among the Sámi, the Kvens, and other ethnic minorities in Norway—led
to the growing political acknowledgement of the presence of such minorities
in Norway from the 1980s onwards. I might add that these factors also led to
the widespread acknowledgement of the long-standing reality of ethnic and
cultural diversity in Norwegian society. Thus, the new ethnic, cultural, and
religious heterogeneity in Norwegian society, growing after the onset of over-
seas labour migration from the early 1970s, took place in a society long
accustomed to dealing with cultural and ethnic diversity—even though for a
long period, this had taken the form of assimilation, and was seemingly
“forgotten” precisely at the historical moment when the “new” migration
started.

Concluding remarks

Even though there is thus an abundance of social science and historical
research illustrating that a description of Norway as a “markedly homo-
geneous” country before the onset of overseas migration in the early 1970s is
hardly accurate, and despite the fact that such notions are not to be found in
recent relevant policy documents,11 the image of such homogeneity still keeps
popping up in various domains of research. A historian working not with the
history of minorities, but with nationalism, paraphrased Anders Nicolai
Kiær’s declaration from 1882—albeit with some modi�cations—as late as
1994: “As to ethnic minorities (…) Lapps and Finns are the most signi�cant
exceptions to the comparative ethnic homogeneity of Norway”; note also the
use of the, in 1994, very outdated nineteenth-century ethnic labels of the Sámi
and the Kvens (Sørensen 1994, p. 35). And, as we have seen, both historians
and social scientists writing about more recent migration still make similar
statements, even omitting the Kvens from the picture. How can this be
understood?

One reason may be that research on “old” minorities and the indigenous
Sámi on one hand, and research on “new” minorities and migrants as well as
“mainstream” historical research on the other, have had rather little to do
with each other, existing more or less in isolation. The notable exception to
this—a big historical and social scienti�c study on Norwegian immigration
history from 2003 (Kjeldstadli 2003), funded in part by the Norwegian
Research Council under the International Migration and Ethnic Relations
umbrella—seems to have not made a permanent impact. This gap between
the research on historical minorities and the research on post-1970s migration
could be among the reasons for the persistence of the discursive tradition

30 Ryymin























Ethnic homogeneity? Concurrent and historical aspects

But is the idea of ethnic homogeneity actually trustworthy? Here, historical
�ndings and DNA research has (particularly throughout the last decades)
helped to modify the picture. For example, in 2015, DNA analysis was con-
ducted to learn more about one of the most famous archaeological �nds in
Denmark, a mummi�ed corpse from the Bronze Age referred to as the Egtved
Woman. The analysis revealed that the woman was not born within Danish
territory: she most probably came from Schwartzwald in what is now Ger-
many. One headline in the newspaper Politiken stated that “The Egtved
Woman was an immigrant” (Politiken 2015); this statement highlighted an
ongoing internal con�ict between those who advocated for open borders, and
those who wanted to close borders towards (Syrian) refugees who applied for
asylum in Denmark that year.

During the Viking Age, religious and ethnic diversity was a result of geo-
graphical expansion—a result of both trade and war. Subsequently, Denmark
deliberately sent for and incorporated groups of immigrants into societies,
even o�ering refuge for groups of religious minorities (particularly if they
could bring skills, professional networks, and trade to Denmark). A well-
known advocate of this position is King Christian II, who in 1521 signed a
letter of privilege that enabled 184 Dutch farmers to settle on the island of
Amager, just outside Copenhagen. The Dutch farmers were given rights and
privileges (for example, in terms of inheritance) that far exceeded the rights
Danish farmers had at the time (Thavlov 1994). Another immigrant group
that arrived as a result of royal decree were the French Huguenots who settled
in Fredericia from 1720 onwards, assisting in strengthening the position of the
city. They too were o�ered special privileges, including farming �elds within
the city, and gardens outside its borders (fredericiashistorie.dk, n.d.).

Denmark fosters an international reputation for its exceptional archive
data, which demarcates various population nuances, such as immigrant
background. The �rst national census was carried out in 1787, and from 1845
onwards it included information about the birthplace of each registered indi-
vidual. Census data and statistics extracted from such data can serve as a
backdrop for understanding the historical prevalence of ethnic diversity in
relation to nation-state, neighbourhood, street, and even individual houses.
This section provides empirical details about the prevalence of 120 years of
both national and local diversity.

The �rst Danish national statistics yearbook appeared in 1896, and included
data about the birthplace of citizens, including those foreign born. Table 3.1
describes the total number of inhabitants as well as immigrants in Denmark and
the capital of Copenhagen from 1890 until 1921. Throughout this period of 30
years, the percentage of immigrants both in the country and the capital was quite
stable: in the country 3 percent of the inhabitants were immigrants, while in the
capital, the percentage was a little higher—between 6 to 8 percent. The domi-
nant immigrant groups were Swedes, Norwegians, and Germans.
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However, I argue that Denmark’s past ethnic homogeneity cannot be con-
�rmed simply on the basis of foreign residency. The table does not, for example,
include information about sojourners and foreign workers who stayed tempora-
rily in the country. Neither does it take into account the number of foreign
seamen, traders, artists, criminals, and intellectuals who visited Denmark and
Copenhagen throughout that period. In my own work with the history of
migration in Copenhagen, I have come across groups of foreigners that, for
example, were registered by the police as living in a speci�c house in Copenha-
gen but were not registered in the national census. One credible reason could be
that these foreigners only stayed in Copenhagen for a few days, weeks, or
months, and then moved out of the country. Other sources underline that large
groups of seasonal workers—in particular those from Poland and Sweden—
worked in the Danish countryside (Østergaard 2007). In sum: while some
immigrants were registered, there is evidence that many (and it is impossible to
say how many) were not. If anything, Table 3.1 underlines that census data is
narrow and does not capture a comprehensive understanding of migrants who
move from one national context and settle in another (at least for so long that
they can be registered by the authorities). Here, studies of the disrupted routes of
current migration can usefully re�ne this perspective (Collyer and de Haas 2012).
One question to be asked, is how long (or how little) a person should stay in a
country to actually be perceived as contributing to its ethnic diversity?

Also—and drawing on perspectives from transnational migration studies,
studies of globalisation, and cultural geography (Wimmer and Schiller 2002;
Faist, Fauser, and Reisenauer 2013; Massey 2004)—simply perceiving a
country as a container where some people arrive and some people leave is far
from su�ciently nuanced. Such a view is blind to transnational ties, the
complexities of globalisation, and the social �elds transcending the nation-
state, of which both individuals, families, companies, �nance and political
parties, and communities are—and have been—a part (also historically). To
provide an example from the Danish Statistical Yearbook from 1911:

From 1910 to 1911, a total of 139,717,350 letters were sent inside Den-
mark, and 16,616,782 were received while 16,960,918 were sent abroad.

From 1910 to 1911, 1,212,529 letters containing money were sent
inside Denmark and 55,758 letters containing money arrived from
abroad. 21,111 letters with money were sent abroad.

From 1910 to 1911, 141,123,455 magazines and journals were sent
inside Denmark and 2,450,010 magazines and journals were received
from abroad. 2,660,333 magazines and journals were sent abroad.

Between 1 April, 1910 and 31 March, 1911, 749,733 telegrams were
sent to or from Denmark.

These numbers show that Denmark and citizens in Denmark were engaged in
networks of communication that exceeded the space of the nation-state.
Denmark was—perhaps not surprisingly—a part of a larger world. In that
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sense, I will argue that the question, “was Denmark historically an ethnic
homogeneous or heterogeneous country?” cannot solely be answered by
focusing on the immigrants who settled there. Not only because available
statistics are �awed, but because a narrow focus on sedentary patterns is inept
at grasping migration as a fragmented process, and its impact upon the
transnational social, �nancial, cultural, and political �elds of which Denmark
has historically been a part.

Present implications of diversity in Nørrebro and Østerbro

Continuing to my �nal question—how perceptions of ethnic homogeneity are
practised in everyday life—I will now focus on ethnographic interview data
from two neighbourhoods in Copenhagen: Nørrebro and Østerbro.

Both Nørrebro and Østerbro were established onwards of the 1850s, when
the city of Copenhagen expanded in space and demography. Today, Nørrebro
is Copenhagen’s most densely populated neighbourhood, housing the highest
concentration of immigrants and their descendants4 in the city. In 2017,
21,105 (26 percent) of Nørrebro’s 79,9515 residents were immigrants or the
children of immigrants (of whom 9,022 came or originated from other coun-
tries in Europe).

While Nørrebro has for more than a century been known and portrayed as
Copenhagen’s rebellious, unruly, working-class neighbourhood, the story of
how Østerbro has been enshrined is quite di�erent. The two neighbourhoods
are actually located next to each other—Nørrebro is north of the city centre,
while Østerbro is located between Nørrebro (to its east) and the Oresund
strait (to its west). The central street of Nørrebro (Nørrebrogade) is packed
with shawarma take-outs, pizzerias, a few shops selling Islamic attire for
women, and budget fashion stores and cafes—the latter an indication of the
ongoing gentri�cation of the neighbourhood. In contrast, the central street of
Østerbro (Østerbrogade) is characterised by expensive fashion boutiques and
an almost Parisian boulevard ambience. Here you will also �nd shawarma
take-outs and pizzerias, albeit without Nørrebro’s density. A chic and bour-
geois aura (or “boredom”, as some of my respondents noted) seems to
innately characterise Østerbro. The neighbourhood is also known as “2100
spelt”, a combination of the neighbourhood’s postal code and the Danish
word for “spelt wheat”; an element constructing Østerbro’s bourgeoisie nar-
rative is that its residents overtly focus on healthy and organic food.

Walking through Østerbro easily provides the impression of an all-white, all
middle-class neighbourhood. However, if you have a cup of co�ee in one of
the neighbourhood’s many cafes, you will hear many languages besides
Danish being spoken: English, Italian, Spanish, Norwegian, and several
more. Statistical descriptions of the ethnic composition of Østerbro add to the
picture. In 2007, a total of 67,330 people lived in Østerbro, of which 9,485 (14
percent) were immigrants or so-called descendants (5,401 originated in
another European country). In 2017, a total of 77,9756 people lived in
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Østerbro, of which 14,845 (19 percent) were immigrants and descendants
(8,206 were born elsewhere in Europe).

In 2017, one in four of Nørrebro’s residents was an immigrant or descen-
dant of an immigrant, while one in �ve in Østerbro was an immigrant or
descendant. However, although statistics reveal that both neighbourhoods
have large segments of immigrants (the number of immigrants actually
increasing in Østerbro in the described period and decreasing in Nørrebro),
the immigrant/descendant segments in Østerbro and Nørrebro are char-
acterised by one important distinction: in Østerbro, more than half of the
immigrants/descendants originate from other countries within Europe, while
the residents in Nørrebro with immigrant/descendant background originate
from outside Europe.

Interestingly, qualitative interviews with residents in Østerbro underlined
that most residents did not understand their neighbourhood as char-
acterised by immigrant populations, while respondents in Nørrebro did.
When I compared data from the two neighbourhoods7 it was obvious that
the term immigrant itself had fuzzy connotations for my respondents, not
referring to groups of invisible migrants (people who count as “white” 8

from Europe or North America), but de�nitely referring to groups of visi-
ble migrants (people who count as “non-whites”, from the Middle East,
Asia, and Africa). How the belonging of race was linked to speci�c
understandings of particular neighborhoods in the city was, for example,
underlined by Smiljana, a young woman of Bosnian descent who lived in
Nørrebro:

I arrived here by accident, and I really did not think I was going to like it
[Nørebro]. I was told that there were many foreigners and that the neigh-
borhood was trashed. But I arrived and just thought that it was fantastic—
much better than other places. I belong here. I am very neutral here—not
too light-skinned, not too dark. I �t [into the fabric]. I think, that if I lived in
Østerbro or Frederiksberg, other people would look at me more.

To Smiljana (and others), Nørrebro was an ethnically diverse neighbourhood
per se. Being neutral—an expression of �tting in so well that one became
invisible—was linked to skin colour. Nørrebro was not all white—but it was
not all dark either.

When I asked Østerbro respondents whether they knew of immigrants
living either in their apartment building or close by, they responded “no” or
“very few”. As Allan, who had lived in Østerbro for more than ten years,
stated:

I do not see many immigrants. There are of course some. I do not expect
the people working in the pizzerias to actually be Italians, even when they
pretend to be so. In reality, they are perhaps [inaudible] or Turks or
Pakistanis … [Pizzeria owners] are typically Turks.
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In this part of the interview, Allan provided a noteworthy description of
“the immigrant”. To him, immigrants included the owners of pizzerias and
mostly came from countries such as Pakistan or Turkey. When I asked him
to broaden the de�nition of “the immigrant” to include people from
Europe, Allan—like many other respondents—pointed to Russian immi-
grants or groups of immigrants from Eastern Europe. Allan’s re�ections
provided a clear indication of the implications of at least one aspect of
racialisation—processes that “di�erentiate people, stabilise these di�erences
and legitimate power di�erences based on them” (Keskinen and Andreassen
2017, p. 65). Allan’s statement re�ects how being perceived as an immigrant
is not only a question of having crossed a national border to settle in
Denmark, but also a question of skin colour, and the meanings and struc-
tures of power connected hereto.

The implications of visible and invisible groups of immigrants, and how
they signify and reinforce the narrative of a “white” Østerbro, was also a
topic I discussed with Rashita, a woman in her late forties who had migrated
to Denmark from India and had lived in Østerbro for approximately 12 years.
One aspect that she found peculiar—not least as an academic—was the
expectation that she, with her brown skin colour and black hair, could not live
in Østerbro:

I think people expect me to live in Nørrebro, because I am who I am.
And my skin colour is the way it is. And then I think, I actually like it.
That I defy that stereotype too … But I think, I fundamentally feel that
people’s understanding of, you know, ethnicity and social class, immi-
gration, sits in very narrow boxes … And this is something I have said
right from the beginning, when I came to Denmark. Why is it that eth-
nicity, religion takes predominance? And no one speaks about social
class? It’s extremely amazing that it all boils down to this, that if you’re a
good migrant, then you live in Nørrebro, right? So �ne, I live in this very
boring place, apparently.

Rashita’s statement is interesting for several reasons. First, because it points
to the importance of race and processes of racialisation in the Danish context.
Second, because she points to the spaces where the racial other is seen as a
natural component, and where it is not. Rashita lived in Østerbro, but since
the neighbourhood is understood as “white”, she is often met with surprise
when she tells others she lives there. Due to her skin colour and black hair,
she does not �t into the conventional Østerbro narrative. Besides, she pointed
to the often-neglected implication of social class in the Danish context, and
also how class intersects with racialisation. While Østerbro is framed as posh,
wealthy, and white, Nørrebro is framed as downmarket working class, and
brown. Rashita’s statement re�ects some of the spatial and racial positionality
within which neighbourhoods such as Nørrebro are entrenched—these are
understandings that Smiljana also pro�ered.
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Conclusion

This chapter started out with four questions: 1) Where did the idea of ethnic
homogeneity in Denmark stem from? 2) What were the anchors, stories, and
symbols that solidify this understanding? 3) How does the understanding
relate to empirical evidence? 4) And how are perceptions of ethnic homo-
geneity and the (in)visible other practised in everyday life?

In my analysis of the �rst two questions I used, for instance, Gerard Bouchard’s
typology of national myths to present some of the anchors, symbols, and stories
that reinforce the idea of ethnic homogeneity and “Danishness”, and perceptions
of a tribal understanding of “the people”. My description showed how these ideas
festered and grew strong after the Danish defeat of Prussia in 1864, which coin-
cided with the dawn of national romanticism. I also showed how the idea of ethnic
homogeneity is strongly invoked in current political debates and is used as an
argument to exclude racialised others from the national community.

My discussion of question three was mainly based on quantitative data. I
showed that if we focused on sedentary patterns of migrants in the period
where data is available (1890 onwards), the number of immigrants in Den-
mark was low (although higher in the capital Copenhagen). However, I also
showed that it was necessary to move beyond the focus of sedentary patterns
to understand the implications of migration in a given context. Migrants did
not always stay in Denmark, but also included temporary workers, seamen,
traders, irregular migrants, travelling people, and others, who—as a con-
sequence of their mobility—were and could not be registered. If we want to
understand both the contemporary and historical implications of migration
on the nation-state, we must establish better methods to do so.

In my discussion of question four, the perspective shifted from the overall
national context, to two neighbourhoods in Copenhagen—Nørrebro and
Østerbro. My descriptions underline how perceptions of ethnic diversity in
these two contexts were a) a result of how the neighbourhood—including its
past—was framed and narrated; b) built on understandings of “whiteness”
and “brownness” that made some bodies visible (and thus possible to cate-
gorise as migrants), while others were not; and c) how class and processes of
racialisation clearly intersected when perceiving the other.

In summary, this chapter underlined the strength of national mythmaking on the
narrating of historical pasts and presents, and how such storytelling is far from
innocent in including and excluding some groups as a part of the story. The con-
tinuing racialisation of “the migrant” is linked to this storytelling, building on one
version of the national past to present the diversity of the present as an abnormality.

Notes
1 See danmarkskanon.dk (accessed August 18, 2017).
2 Aarhus University’s site for Danish history describes the event: http://danmarkshis

torien.dk/leksikon-og-kilder/vis/materiale/dannebrog/ (accessed 29 August, 2017).
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