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Abstract 

This thesis explores how the history of nationalism in Sweden affects our current academic 
understanding of the (im)migrant child’s cultural identity. It does so by contrasting the history of 
academic discourse on Swedish identity to modern academic discourse on the (im)migrant child’s 
cultural identity. The purpose is to elucidate structures of thought on how otherness in constructed. In 
dialogue with dominant theoretical paradigms within “globalization studies,” this thesis contributes to 
the central question of the field: what happens to culture in a globalized world? The theoretical 
problem that is the starting point for this thesis, is the common prediction within globalization studies’ 
that nationalism is ending, in contrast to the fields inability to shake the nation as the primary tool to 
explain cultural identity. This paradox facing globalization studies is a continuation of the problem 
that has long puzzled scholars of nationalism: the ideology’s rational poverty in contrast to its social 
power. In this thesis, I will to dive into this conundrum, and based on Lévi-Strauss’ theory, illustrate 
that nationalism social power makes sense when understood as a myth. I will argue that the central 
feature of this myth is the idea of the nation as a collective transcendent being. This being becomes 
immortal through re-generation: one generation transfers traits considered significant of the 
collective’s identity into the next. Because of this understanding of the transcendence, controlling the 
nature of the child becomes pivotal in order to ensure the survival of the nation. Finally, I will argue 
that transparency of this myth is central for understanding how modern academia views the 
(im)migrant child as he or is described as either something that needs to be controlled to ensure re-
generation, or a symptom of the impending death of the nation.   
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Children of No Nation? 

When I was nine years old, I asked my parents why they had made a child that was neither white nor black. Once, I asked 

my wonderful nanny "why my skin was colored brown.” She said that perhaps my mother had spilled coffee on me when I 

was a baby. I spent a lot of time in my room between the ages of seven and twelve. I read and played a lot just like any 

other kid. However, I could also stand for long, long moments in front of the mirror. As if I waited for the mirror to give 

me an answer—if I only looked long enough. Whom did I belong to? Who were my people? Was I someone who could be 

loved? Did I love myself? (Diakité 2014, 10.35) 
 

When musician Jason Diakité describes his childhood, the story has been deeply colored by the color of his 

skin. Although Jason was born and raised in Sweden, he lost count on how many times strangers told him 

to go home. He understood early on that the color of his skin, the color of his eyes, and the texture of his 

hair, somehow disqualified him from communal belonging (Diakité 2014). Jason is probably not alone. In 

this age of globalization, many children are likely to stand in front of mirrors, real or proverbial, and 

realize that what the mirror shows them is somehow unwanted.  
 
In their study on experiences of migration, Maria Borgström and Katrin Goldstein-Kyaga (2009) found 

that it is common that (im)migrant1 children have similar experiences of rootlessness as Jason. In their 

study, (im)migrant children expressed a feeling of neither belonging to the “new nation” or the “old 

nation.” However, Borgström and Goldstein-Kyaga also found that being a (im)migrant child, is not 

simply a state of conflict. The (im)migrant state also comes with a set of “cosmopolitan competencies,” as 

many (im)migrant children speak several languages, have in-depth understanding of more than one culture, 

and have transnational networks of friends and relatives (ibid). The (im)migrant child, in both his or her 

conflicts and competencies, seems to represent one of the central questions of the 21th century: what 

happens to culture in a globalized world? 
 
According to Ulrich Beck and Nathan Szneider (2006), globalization studies are often guilty of 

methodological nationalism. Methodological nationalism refers to studies that approach the nation state as 

a bounded cultural system, disregarding the great diversity found within nations. In their view, it is a 

paradox that the nation state is commonly accepted as a socially constructed category within the scientific 

community, but is still treated as a naturally given category in most cultural studies. Beck and Szneider 

suggested approach to this apparent paradox is to “move beyond” categories of nationality, and instead 

view the world with a cosmopolitan gaze. In my early research, I also found myself puzzled by the 

seemingly inescapable nature of the nation state as a departure point of globalization studies. However, in 

                                                        
1 I have chosen to use the term (im)migrant since all immigrants are also migrants. Therefore, the term (im)migrant better captures the 

complex ontology of the phenomenon since it is independent of the national context.  
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this thesis I have taken another approach. I have explored why, even in this globalized time, the nation 

state is so dominant for how we understand culture.  
 
First, what is the nation state? Benedict Anderson (1983/2006) defines the nation state as an imagined 

political community that is imagined as inherently limited and sovereign. However, this definition makes 

little sense without knowing what came before. Before the nation state, dynastic rule was the norm. People 

were not considered citizens but subjects. Borders were often loosely defined, as the center defined the 

state. For these reasons, people were more likely to identify with their village than their nation. In contrast 

to dynastic rule, in the nation state, people are viewed as equal citizens in joint ownership of a limited area, 

answering to an abstract state rather than a state personified by the king. Anderson identifies a series of 

technological and philosophical advancements that enabled the birth of the nation state, such as the 

printing press, enlightenment philosophy, and mass literacy. What all these advancement have in common 

is that they made it possible to tell the story of nationalism. A southern farmer could read newspaper 

reports on political events in the capital, a draught in the East, or the gripping tale of a lost child in the 

North; and all of these stories would be events that concerned the nation and him as a national. With these 

technological and philosophical advancements, it was possible to connect people who had never met under 

the umbrella of national identity (ibid). 
 
Similarly to Beck and Szneider (2006), Anderson (1983/2006) highlights the logical incoherence in 

nationalism universality as a sociocultural concept. He argues that in the modern world each individual is 

expected to have an objective national identity, although what that nationality means to the individual is 

highly subjective. In spite of nationalism’s logical poverty and incoherence, such as the nationalists’ claim 

to antiquity in contrast to the scientific community’s view of the nation state as a modern phenomenon, 

nationalism remains a powerful organizing principle (ibid). Michael Billing (1995) also concerns his 

studies with the social power of nationalism. He argues that all societies that maintain armies enforce the 

idea that some things are more important than life itself. According to Billing most modern wars are fought 

in the name of the nation. Hence, the nation is seen as more important than life itself (ibid). So, what 

makes this irrational imagination so powerful?  
 
Anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1978) devoted his career to understanding the rationality of 

“irrational thought.” In his work, he came across a great many myths that seemed highly illogical, often 

involving supernatural beings, behaviors, or events. Yet, he found that many myths reappeared in similar 

forms around the world. Hence, Lévi-Strauss’ conundrum of the reappearing myth, seems similar to the 

conundrum at hand in globalization studies—the persistent and illogical nature of nationalism. Lévi-

Strauss concluded, that this reappearance of similar myths could not be a coincidence, there must be some 

sort of logic to the seemingly illogic of the myth. Lévi-Strauss found that in order to understand the inner 

rationality of a myth, one must understand the structures of thought on which the myth is built. Following 
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Lévi-Strauss’ reasoning, the universality of nationalism in relevance to its apparent logical poverty must 

mean that the national myth has its own internal logic.  
 
In his research, Anderson (1983/2006) begins to explore mythological qualities of nation-hood. Anderson 

notes that the birth of the nation state coincides with the death of theocratic hegemony; therefore, he 

postulates that nationalism came to serve a similar function as religion had before. The nation state creates 

a link between the dead and the not yet born; it provides answers to the great mystery of re-generation. 

Therefore, the imagination of the nation state provides a space in which suffering, injustice, and death are 

given meaning. Although I agree with Anderson’s general analysis of the myth’s theme, he does not 

satisfyingly explain how this ne re-generation is imagined to happen. The Christian myth of trancendence, 

which Anderson argues that nationalism replaced, has a clear mythology: each righteous person will live 

forever in heaven. In contrast, the imagined community imagination of trancendence remains much more 

elusive.  
 
In this thesis, I examine the nationalist myth’s inner rationality and the child’s place in this mythology. I 

argue that the Swedish national myth is based on the symbolic understanding of society as a collective 

person that re-generates through passing biological and/or moral virtues seen as characteristic of the 

collective person on to the next generation. Due to this understanding of transcendence, controlling the 

nature of the child is seen as pivotal in order to ensure that certain traits seen as characteristic of the 

collective individuality continues. As a result, the (im)migrant child is often seen as either something that 

needs to be controlled to ensure re-generation, or a symptom of the impending death of the nation.   
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Questions Posed and Why 

This thesis touches upon this central theme within contemporary social science: what happens with 

culture2 in a globalized world? This field of study explores how advances within communication, 

information, and transportation technology has changed and might come to further change fundamental 

structures of the social order. This is of course a macro level question, with many possible answers 

depending on the researchers focus. My entry point of interest into this macro level question is 

nationalism’s analytical, political, and social power in contrast to its apparent irrationality. My interest in 

nationalism is as a framework for classifying people, and of particular interest for me, is the classification 

of the (im)migrant child3. I will pursue the following questions: 
 

• How can we understand the inner rationality of the Swedish national myth and the child’s symbolic 

significance in that myth? 

• How does this mythological understanding of the Swedish nation and the Swedish child affect the academic 

perspective of the (im)migrant child? 
 

The purpose of my work is to elucidate structures of thought on the (im)migrant child within Swedish 

academic discourse. I am interested in how “the self “has historically been constructed and the 

consequences for this construction in our modern view of “the other.” Michel Foucault (1964/1986, 

1984/1986, 1975/1987), has through exploring the nature of power, established  the importance of 

elucidating structures of thought. Traditionally, power is seen as something exercised by those at the top of 

the social hierarchy towards those at the bottom. In contrast, Foucault sought power in ideas that legitimize 

the social hierarchy itself. This perspective of power led him to argue that the soul is the prison of the body 

(1975). However, for Foucault the soul is not a prison that one can escape. For him, there is no power 

relation without the constitution of a field of knowledge, or a field of knowledge that does not entail power 

relationships (ibid). Reflecting over his legacy and its consequences for the role of science, Foucault 

(1972/1994) asked, if there are no revolutionary truths to uncover, what then is science’s purpose? He 

argues there will always be voices that in society that treat socially constructed knowledge as naturally 

given truth. The postmodern turn will not change this human tendency. Therefore, uncovering the 

genealogy of thought can serve as a form of social critique, elucidating the changing nature of thought 

structures that legitimize power. 

                                                        
2 The analytical term “culture” is contested. In the coming section, I will present influential theories on what culture is. In the following 

section, I will define the analytical approach to culture in this thesis. 
3 By the term “(im)migrant child,” I refer to a person under 18 years of age who are born abroad—or—have at least one parent who is born 

abroad. 
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What Happens with Culture in a 

Globalized World 

This chapter introduces previous research regarding what happens to culture in a globalized world. There 

are three dominating paradigms answering the overarching question: Tribalism, Cosmopolitanism, and 

World System Theory. I will present them in brief through representative writers of the field, and provide 

and overview of the dividing lines. In the second part of my study, I will analyze articles representative of 

Cosmopolitanism and Tribalism on cultural identity formation among immigrant children in Sweden. 

World System Theory will not have any further significance in my study, because it falls outside my scope 

of research since it is primarily used as a tool to analyze class dimensions of the global system. 

Nevertheless, because of its critique against many of the base assumptions of globalization studies, and its 

contribution to global development theory, I find it necessary to include it here in order to give the reader 

an inclusive picture of the grand intellectual currents of the field.  

Tribalism 

I have chosen to refer to the group of theories, which argues that globalization will lead to a social division 

into “primal identities”, as Tribalism. The best-known work within this paradigm comes from the field of 

political studies; the controversial article “the Clash of Civilizations?” by Samuel P. Huntington (1993). 

The grand hypothesis of his work is that the coming great conflicts will not be economic or ideological, 

but cultural. According to Huntington, globalization weakens the importance of the nation state, and 

through the innovations of communication and transportation technology, enables larger forms of 

identification to be formed—civilization identities. In Huntington’s view, a southern Italian village may 

differ from a northern Italian village, but they still have more in common than with a German village; the 

same is true for European villages compared to Chinese villages, and so on. Therefore, Huntington argues 

that the new dividing lines of identity will be between civilizations, which he defines as the broadest level 

of cultural identity, short of what distinguishes humans from animals. According to Huntington, the most 

important dividing line of which “civilization identities” cannot overcome is religion. Much of his work is 

devoted to how “the Western civilization”, will protect itself from “the Muslim World,” whose values he 

sees as fundamentally incompatible with Western Civilization. Another known writer included in this 
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category is Manuel Castell (1998), although not as willing to predict conflicts as Huntington, Castell also 

argues that globalization will lead to a return to primal forms of identity such as religion or ethnicity.  

Cosmopolitanism 

The dominating paradigm within globalization studies is cosmopolitanism, a school of thought that focuses 

on the individualistic and performative aspects of culture. Cosmopolitanism originates from enlightenment 

philosophy and the idea that certain moral principles are universal, such as aversion to slavery and freedom 

of consciousness. Academic cosmopolitanism, however, is primarily a critique against the idea of cultures 

as bounded systems (Beck & Szneider 2006). One important writer in the cosmopolitan paradigm is 

Homni K. Bhabha (1994), who claims that if we truly are in the time of “Post,” such as Post-Colonialism, 

Post-Structuralism, and Post-Feminism, we must be prepared to go beyond dualistic narratives such as 

those that long defined gender, race, and culture. Post-colonial writer Bhabha argues that academia has 

generally ascribed the concept of culture to “the other,” which has been synonymous with non-Western 

people. Bhabha refers to this as the study of cultural differences. In his view, these types of studies treat 

culture as totalized systems that exist untouched by the interdependence of their history with other 

cultures. In his view, globalization has further put into questioning the nation-state as the fundamental unit 

for analysis of culture. Bhabha argues that instead of studying “cultural difference,” we should study 

“cultural diversity.” In the study of cultural diversity, one must not take culture as an object of empirical 

knowledge, but the place in which two cultures meet. In Bhabha’s view, culture only becomes culture 

when met by the diversity of another. Culture as a phenomenon, is therefore fundamentally interactional. 

Because culture in itself is not an essentialist phenomenon, it has to be performed to exist and take shape. 

This interaction primarily takes place in what he calls “the third space,” a space between the subjects. 

Therefore, cosmopolitan thinkers focus largely on the concept of cultural identity, because according to 

cosmopolitan thought there is no such thing as a collective objective culture one can research. In the 

cosmopolitan view, culture is the performance of cultural acts by individuals. Other known writers in this 

paradigm include Thomas Hylland-Eriksen (1993), and Ulf Hannerz (1996). 
 
The cosmopolitan paradigm, has also parented neo-cosmopolitanism. Representative of this paradigm are 

Ulrich Beck and Natan Szneider (2006) whom argue that because of the cosmopolitan paradigm it is 

necessary to reform social science, which they argue is guilty of methodological nationalism. This means, 

that they see the social scientific field as governed by a national view on society, politics, law, justice, and 

history. In their view, this nationalist view fails to capture the complex interdependencies of the 

contemporary cosmopolitan world. They propose that the field must move beyond dualistic ideas of 

national and international. Instead, they suggest that modern social science’s focus should be how societies 

deal with differences and borders in a globalized world.  
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World System Theory 

According to World System Theory, globalization has long existed. A known writer in this paradigm is 

anthropologist Jonathan Friedman (1994), who argues that globalization has existed as long as 

communities with trade-based sustenance have existed. His work has Neo-Marxist roots, and he sees 

history as a cyclical series of rise and fall of empires, where the centers have exploited the peripheries to 

gain access to luxury products and labor. Therefore, he sees the global system as a class system. For 

Friedman, the globalizing effects on culture—what we can call Westernization of non-Western countries—

is no different from for example Romanization of the peripheries during the Roman Empire. From this 

perspective, post-colonial thought, and other lines of thought that criticize western cultural dominance, is a 

symptom of the beginning of the fall of Western economic and cultural dominance. According to this line 

of thought, a new center will come to rise in the peripheries and take the new place as the cultural 

hegemon. Other known writers in this paradigm are Immanuel Wallerstein (1974) and Janet Abu-Lughod 

(1991). 

The Dividing Lines between the Paradigms 

The first dividing line is whether globalization is a new phenomenon. From the perspective of World 

System Theory, it is not, because the fundamental capitalist interests driving the global system are the 

same. In contrast, Tribalism sees the innovation in communication and transportation technology as 

fundamentally shifting the landscape of identities towards larger primal groupings. For Cosmopolitanism, 

globalization and in particular the declined importance of the nation state, has increased the extent of 

interdependence of cultures, making it more clear that studying culture as an object of empirical 

knowledge is to falsify a complex reality.  
 

The second dividing line is what culture is. For World System Theory, does not clearly define culture as it 

is not the essential analytical unit. For Tribalism, culture is primal and defined by belonging to a group, it 

is a fundamental aspect of who a person is, and as such, something they cannot change. For 

Cosmopolitanism, culture is primarily something that individuals perform in interaction with each other. 

As such, culture is largely an individual choice of what you chose to perform.  

 

The third dividing line is what fundamentally drives cultural change. For World System Theory capitalist 

interests govern what cultural practices are considered desirable or not; usually, this value judgment is 

related to what cultural practices support increased productivity. For Tribalism, it is a sort of primal desire 

to belong to a social group, of which the purpose is to collectively advance the group’s interests. For 

Cosmopolitanism, cultural change comes from interaction, through the ambiguity of what constitutes “true 

culture ,“ the individual can accumulate, imitate or reject elements of difference into one’s own identity. 
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Myth and Meaning 

In this section, I will present Lévi-Strauss’ theories on myth and meaning. I will use his theories to analyze 

Swedish nationalist thought’s mythological properties. Lévi-Strauss (1978) dedicated his life work to 

understand universal properties of abstract thought. Essentially, his argument is that abstract thought is the 

process of ordering symbols, and through symbolic order, our world becomes meaningful. Therefore, order 

and meaning are the same. Lévi-Strauss regards symbolic orders as cultures. Furthermore, he argues that 

myth serves as a powerful organizing principle, narrating fundamental relationships and ideas within the 

social order. Therefore, studying myth is to study fundamental relationships within a specific culture.  

The Importance of Symbols and Systems 

In 1962, Lévi-Strauss postulated the controversial theory that ”the primitive”4 mind is very similar to that 

of civilized man. According to contemporary discourse, “the primitive mind” was less developed than the 

mind of civilized man and incapable of abstract thought. In contrast, Lévi-Strauss claimed that studying 

primitive societies could teach us about universal properties of the human mind—particularly the 

properties of abstract thought. According to Lévi-Strauss (1962), all societies have their own systems of 

classification. He argued that magical thought, associated with primitive cultures, operates similar to 

scientific thought. Both modes of thought aim to bring order to what otherwise appears as chaos. The basic 

building blocks of all orders are symbols; they even precede language. Symbols are not ideas in 

themselves, but take the form of ideas through their relationship to each other. Like language, meaning is 

relational; neither sounds nor words carry much meaning in themselves except through their relation to 

each other. The symbolic structures have significance because they have great influence on our perception 

of the world, and consequently our actions. These systems of meaning are what Lévi-Strauss regards as a 

cultural system (ibid). This relational view on meaning is central to Lévi-Strauss work. In difference to 

Jung’s (1961/1966) search for archetypical symbols, Lévi-Strauss (1955) does not seek universality in the 

symbols themselves. It is the existence of symbolic systems that is universal, not the meaning attributed to 

symbols, since this might vary across cultures.  
 

According to Lévi-Strauss (1962), the basic model of all systems of thought is binary opposition. Some 

relationships between symbols are considered more important than others; these important symbols are 

arranged in these binary relationships. According to Lévi-Strauss, humans are able to construct extremely 

                                                        
4 In contemporary times, one usually refer to ”primitives” by the more correct term ”people without writing.” I have chosen to use the word 

”primitive” here to more closely reflect the original texts. I hope that the context, to disprove the idea of people without writing as less 
evolved, will forgive any derogatory associations readers might have with this word.  
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complex systems of knowledge through binary oppositions. In his later work, he would come to compare 

this aggregation of symbols, to the mechanisms of binary code, the basic language for modern computers 

(Lévi-Strauss 1978). Binary code works through asking the computer a series of yes or no questions: e.g. if 

yes then 1, if no then 0. Organization through binary oppositions works the same way: it provides 

questions with two sets of possible answers. Examples of these binaries are day-night, life-death, light-

darkness and sound-silence5. These sets of binaries can also illustrate the second importance of binaries: 

the aggregation of symbols into groups.    
 

Day Life Light Sound Awake 

Night Death Darkness Silence Asleep 
 

Figure 2. Examples of aggregated groups of binary relationships.  
 

 

These groups of binaries tend to intuitively make sense, and are therefore, easy to dismiss as simply 

objectively true rather than socially constructed. However, death for example, objectively has very little to 

do with nighttime, since one must assume that a dead being stays equally dead during daytime. According 

to Lévi-Strauss (1962), this aggregation of symbols is important because we do not only speak of symbols; 

we speak through symbols. For example, we might speak of death as “the long sleep,” or of life “as shining 

from within.” These statements make little objective sense without understanding these symbols place in a 

symbolic system.  

The Mythology of the Social Order 

Lévi-Strauss (1978) argues that mythological narratives reveal structures that underlie thought; much like 

language, the myth’s meaning is relational. Mythological narratives typically concern themselves with 

themes such as the history of a people, explanations of natural phenomena, the origin of man, etc. Lévi-

Strauss, found that when he deconstructed the themes of the myth, the story often revolved around binary 

categories, such as, explaining the phenomena of day and night or the relationship between good and evil. 

Lévi-Strauss concluded that the myth is a way of resolving the inevitable contradictions within systems of 

thought. In his view, contradictions are inevitable, since it is not necessarily in the nature of the world to be 

ordered, but in human nature to try to order it; therefore, there will always be symbolic anomalies that do 

not neatly fit into the symbolic system. The myth’s function of solving contradictions is not limited to 

simple binaries; the myth also solves more complex contradictions within our systems of thought. For 

example, the age old question “if our omnipotent God loves us, why do we suffer?” The mythological 

narrative answers these questions, and the answers maintain the symbolic order.   

 

                                                        
5 These are the not Lévi-Strauss own examples, but the author’s.   
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An additional function of the myth is to ensure continuity within a society (Lévi-Strauss 1978). In other 

words, stories of who our people were, is also a story of who our people are, and who our people should 

become. For Lévi-Strauss (1978), the scientific field of history contemporarily serves this function. He 

identifies that the decline of mythological thinking coincided with the renaissance, the birth of modern 

scientific ideals of rational thought. Lévi-Strauss argued that scientific historical narratives have largely 

come to replace mythological narratives:   
 

I am not far from believing, that in our own societies, history has replaced mythology and fulfills the same function, that 

for societies without writing and without archives the aim of mythology is to ensure that as closely as possible—complete 

closeness is obviously impossible—the future will remain faithful to the present and to the past (Lévi-Strauss 1978:42).  
 

Lévi-Strauss (1978) argues that we tend to see historical narratives as absolute truths, ignoring the fact that 

just like with the myth, the narrative shifts depending on the narrator as different historians interpret 

historic facts differently. Lévi-Strauss does not argue that research of history and myth is exactly the same 

thing. There are differences, such as science’s greater willingness to include new materials, in contrast to 

the mythological narrative’s more closed system of thought. Another important difference is that, in 

contrast to myth’s great emphasis on consistency, history narratives are often used to justify change, the 

nature of which depends of one’s political preferences (ibid).  

Is Structural Anthropology an Outdated Paradigm? 

The contemporary dominance of post-structuralism might lead one to ask if seeking universal properties of 

the mind is an excessively positivist quest? The core idea of post-structuralism is that science can never 

objectively describe reality, because of the subjective positioning of the researcher. I do not question the 

problem of subjectivity. Rather than deducting that social science can say nothing of objective properties 

of the world I choose to view the post-structuralist paradigm as a call for humility regarding claims for 

absolute truths. Lévi-Strauss (1978) addresses the problem of positivism by comparing his work to 

mathematical models. In mathematics, the model of the circle aims to describe properties of the natural 

world. However, in the natural world you will never find a perfect circle. Nevertheless, the model is still 

useful to describe and understand reality. Similarly, I view his work as a model that simplifies the world to 

describe it; consequently, I acknowledge that the model will never capture the totality of a complex and 

multifaceted reality.  
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Method 

The purpose of this study—to elucidate structures of thought on the (im)migrant child within Swedish 

academic discourse—is essentially a norm-critical project. Therefore, my study is divided into two parts: 

the first part explores what the norm is, and the second part explores how normative assumptions affect our 

understanding of the abnormal. More specifically, the first part explores the norm set by the history of 

academic discourse on the Swedish child: how has Swedish-ness, Sweden, and the child been described? I 

set out to answer this question by exploring nationalism as a mythological narrative, following both Levi-

Strauss’s and Andersson’s theories of nationalism as an ideology that does not follow objective standards 

of rationality. Furthermore, by providing an overview of Swedish nationalism from its origins, I will 

illustrate how apparent mythological modes of logic have become habituated into modern views of the 

Swedish child. In the second part of my study, I will contrast these normative discourses on Swedish 

nationalism and the child against our current academic understanding of the (im)migrant child. In other 

words, how is the symbolic anomaly of (im)migrant child construed to fit into this larger mythological 

construct? 
 

I will use two methods: discourse analysis through grounded theory as defined by Adele E. Clarke (2005), 

and mythological analysis as defined by Lévi-Strauss (1978). This thesis is primarily a theoretical 

exploration, rather than an effort to introduce new data to the field. Therefore, my methodology aims to 

understand properties of thought, rather than demographic properties.  

Choice of Method and Process of Analysis 

The first part of my study aims to explore the inner rationality of the Swedish national myth and the child’s 

symbolic significance in that myth. My theoretical exploration in this part has two steps: mapping of 

discourse, and mythological analysis of discourse. I follow Foucault’s (1964/1986, 1984/1986) use of the 

term “discourse,” as power relations formed through the production and reproduction of knowledge. 

According to this use, academia takes on a central power position as it is contemporarily perceived to 

produce the “truest” form of knowledge. Therefore, discourse is a useful tool for describing power 

relationships formed by academic claims to truth.  
 
Initially, I have mapped the historic development on discourses of Swedish nationalism. Of particular 

interest are discourses on the Swedish state, the Swedish person, and the Swedish child. I have chosen to 

focus on nationalist discourses expressed in the social arena of academia, primarily in the field of history. I 

have chosen to do so because Lévi-Strauss identifies the academic field of history as central in modern 

mythological narratives. In addition, in line with the postmodern turn’s emphasis on reflexivity, I find the 
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focus on genealogy of thought within academic writing to be an important form of social critique. To map 

the genealogy of nationalist discourses, I have relied on both previous research on nationalist discourse and 

my own discourse analysis of selected works. My own discourse analysis is based on grounded theory, a 

method for developing theory where the analyst initially applies temporary labels to the researched 

phenomenon, referred to as open code (Clarke 2005). The researcher then analyzes whether code generated 

through one data source appears elsewhere. At this stage, the researcher narrows down to these 

reappearing codes in order to develop more analytically ambitious categories (ibid). In my work, grounded 

theory has been a tool for organizing data. 
 
After I mapped the genealogy of discourses on nationalist thought in Swedish academia, I analyzed these 

discourses from Lévi-Strauss theory of the myth. I have utilized a version of Lévi-Strauss (1955) 

methodology for analyzing myth. In his proposed methodology, he emphasizes the need to map out 

relationships between binary symbols to illuminate what contradictions within the symbolic system the 

myth aims to resolve. Again, to determine what themes of contradiction are, I have applied grounded 

theory methodology to identify patterns in my data. The reason I find it useful to analyze nationalism as a 

myth is that the diachronic narrative characteristic of mythological thought is also central to nationalist 

thought, according to Anderson’s (1983/2006) influential research. For Lévi-Strauss’ one of the myth 

central functions is to ensure consistency through time; hence, his method is specialized in analyzing 

temporal dimensions that seem central to nationalist thought. This part of my study will establish a 

mythological framework that elucidates mythical thought of Sweden and Swedish-ness. 
 
The second part of my study aims to explore how the mythological understanding of norms of Sweden and 

Swedish-ness affects our academic understanding of the (im)migrant child. Here I will present articles 

representative of the tribalism and cosmopolitanism paradigms on what happens to culture in a globalized 

world. Both these articles concern cultural identity formation among (im)migrant children in Sweden. 

After giving in-depth descriptions of these articles, I will analyze how the mythological perceptions of 

Swedish nationalism and the child’s place in that mythology affects the way Swedish academia and these 

dominating paradigms represent the (im)migrant child. I will then analyze how the knowledge produced in 

these articles and these paradigms relate to the mythology of Swedish nationalism.  

Data and Limitations 

The first part of my study concerns the development of nationalistic thought in academia. Through my 

focus on academics, I limit this study from expressions of nationalism in, for example, popular culture or 

political rhetoric. This part of my study is divided into three sections chronologically describing the 

development of nationalist thought. The first two sections labeled Individualistic Nationalism and 

Integrative Nationalism are predominantly a summary of existing research on academia’s role in shaping 

nationalist thought. My main source for this summary is Patrik Hall (1998) since his work is the most 
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extensive research on how Swedish academia has contributed to the construction of nationalist thought. In 

his work, he analyzes nationalist history discourse in Sweden, from 17th century until modern time and 

identifies dominant discursive patterns on the nation and nationality. In addition to Hall, I have also used 

Herbert Tingsten’s (1969) cross-cultural study on nationalist expressions in elementary school teaching 

between 1850 and 1950. Tingsten argues that the construction of nationalist identity was history teachings 

central task, in particular in Sweden, which he sees as the “leading” nation of school propaganda around 

the beginning of the 20th century. Tingsten work is an older publication and could be considered outdated. 

However, because of my focus on children in nationalism, Tingsten has been a valuable source on how 

Swedish history scholar’s have related to the child. Although, I would have preferred a newer publication, 

there is no newer research on this topic as extensive as Tingsten’s. Furthermore, I find this weakness 

acceptable since this section is a historic overview that aims to understand the past. Although our 

interpretations of it might change, the past remains intact. In addition to Hall and Tingsten, I have used 

first hand historical sources from Herman Lundborg (1927) and the Swedish State Institute for Race 

Biology (1926). I treat these two sources as representations of contemporary discourse rather than 

representations of reality. Although these sources are also referenced in Tingsten and Hall, I chose to turn 

to the original source for more material relating to discourse on children and the nation. This was feasible 

within the scope of the project, because, in difference to most works analyzed in Hall and Tingsten, these 

publications are widely available.  
 

In order to move this historic overview into contemporary times, in the section titled Banal Nationalism, I 

have analyzed expressions of nationalism in upper-secondary school textbooks in history and social 

science. Since this section consist of my own discourse analysis, rather than Hall or Tingsten’s, this section 

differs in character from the previous sections. The books that I have analyzed are: Alla tiders historia 

(The History of All Times) (2011) by Almgren, Bergström and Löwgren et.al (2011), and Arena 123 by 

Karlsson (2011). I have chosen to include Karlsson’s civics textbook, because there is no clear division 

where history ends and “modernity” begins. Both books are published by Gleerups, which is one of the 

largest publishing companies for educational material in Sweden. Furthermore, according to Cecila Barnes 

(personal communication 2016.09.21), responsible publisher for both books, these textbooks are 

commonly used by schools all over the country, in particular in programs that are preparatory for 

university studies. My reasoning for using public school textbooks is that they represent what the Swedish 

system of education considers necessary knowledge for all citizens to learn. Furthermore, it represents 

what can be considered a commonly agreed upon discourse, since more controversial theories are unlikely 

to be printed in this kind of work: especially books with as wide a publication as these.  
 
For the second part of my study, which concerns the mythological order’s effect on perceptions of the 

(im)migrant child, I have chosen articles representative for the tribalist and cosmopolitan paradigm that 

concerns culture and identity among (im)migrant children. The articles have been chosen because of they 

are representative of influential intellectual paradigms rather than the individual article’s influence for the 
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field. Of course, it could be argued that no article can ever represent an entire paradigm. However, I have 

chosen this method due to the limited nature of my study. To compensate for this weakness I aim to be 

transparent in my grounds for qualifying these articles as representative. I have focused on research 

produced at Swedish universities that is less than ten years old in order to capture a modern view of the 

migrant child. Furthermore, I limit myself form the large body of research that concern the (im)migrant 

child as a potential socioeconomic problem: do they have lower grades, worse health, higher incarceration 

rates etc, because these types of studies does not primarily concern the child’s cultural identity formation. 
 

As representative of the Tribalistic paradigm, I have chosen an article by Pernilla Ouis, Göran Adamson, 

and Aje Carlbom (2013), researchers at Malmö University who study whether multiculturalism policies are 

compatible with children’s rights. Their article was published in International Dialogue, A 

Multidisciplinary Journal of World Affairs. Writers that can be classified as Tribalists have in common 

that they view cultures as in a state of fundamental conflict with each other. Furthermore, they tend to see 

cultures as predominantly static entities. In particular, they see west’s modern egalitarian values as 

threatened by traditional values, most commonly those of Islam. Because they write in accordance with 

these general ideas, I view Ouis.et.al’s work as representative of the Tribalist paradigm.  
 

As representative for the cosmopolitan paradigm, I have chosen Farzaneh Moinan’s (2009), researcher at 

Stockholm University, article on Swedish Iranian immigrant children’s experience of identity, published in 

the journal Childhood. Cosmopolitan writers see culture as a performed by individuals. Hence, culture is 

not an disembodied phenomenon: it must be performed by individuals to exist. According to cosmopolitan 

thought, individuals can choose to enact social codes associated with one culture in one situation, and act 

in accordance with the other culture when it suits them. Therefore, Cosmopolitan researchers does not see 

living with “more than one culture,” as necessarily being a state of conflict, in contrast to tribalism. 

Because Moinan shares these viewpoints I have selected her work as representative for the paradigm. 

Ethical Considerations  

Overall, I do not consider my research project ethically sensitive. Nevertheless, from my reading of the 

Swedish Research Council’s (2011) guidelines and recommendations, two ethical considerations concern 

my study. First, the council argues that, when studying minority cultures, there is the risk of stigmatization 

through producing stereotypical representations based on limited data. I aim to reduce this ethical risk 

through discussing a variety of theoretical perspectives on (im)migrant children. Again, I want to reaffirm 

that I have no representational ambitions with my work. The purpose of my work is to explore the 

genealogy of nationalist thought, rather than to make empirical claims about demographic groups. Second, 

the council also emphasizes that when engaging in dialogue with previous research, it is important to give 

a fair and accurate representation of said research. Therefore, I aim to give representations of past research 



 

15 
 

that enables the reader to follow the necessary logical steps needed to accurately portray the author’s 

theoretical viewpoints.   

Quality of Study 

I believe that the strength of my study lies in the reflexive approach taken. When studying immigrant 

groups, the focus lies on the (im)migrant’s “otherness” to the cultural world he or she has entered. 

Contrastingly, my work focuses on how the cultural world the immigrant has entered constructs his or her 

“otherness.” I believe this is valuable because it elucidates the power of thought that influences processes 

of social inclusion and exclusion. In addition, I believe that my study has value in its exploration into the 

irrational elements of nationalist thought. According to Lévi-Strauss (1978), it is a general human tendency 

to overestimate the rationality of our own systems of meaning, while considering systems foreign to us 

irrational. Therefore, I would argue that this adds value to the reflexive approach taken, as this study aims 

to explore the irrational thought structure of my native system of meaning. If Lévi-Strauss is right, and 

“irrational thought” is central to human nature, it is important to understand magical and irrational modes 

of thought role in the modern world. Overall, I regard the quality of my study as good; however, two 

weaknesses need to be addressed.  

 
The first weakness of my study is the scope of the issue studied in relevance to the scope of my essay: to 

discuss 300 years of Swedish nationalistic thought, the (im)migrant child in Sweden, culture in a 

globalized world, and nationalism as a myth, in less than fifty pages is an ambitious task. However, I 

believe this scope is needed to map important ontological properties of how we understand the (im)migrant 

child. From a Levi-Straussian perspective, a symbol can never have meaning in itself—it gains meaning 

through its relationship with other symbols. In my view, the mythology of nationalism and its symbolic 

system sheds light on how scholars understand both globalization and the (im)migrant child as a globalized 

phenomenon. Although it certainly would have been possible to conduct a more limited study, such as by 

simply comparing merits of theoretical perspectives on the (im)migrant child, this type of study would 

have missed the core ontological properties of why the (im)migrant child is considered meaningful to 

study in the first place: he or she disturbs norms of nationality.  

 
The second weakness is my use of indirect sourcing, in particular when it comes to Tingsten and Hall’s 

historic overviews. Of course, Hall and Tingsten do not give unbiased representations of historic 

development, but their work is also the construction of discourse. I concede that there is a certain paradox 

entailed in researching discourse within discourse. Although I concede that my method is imperfect, I have 

chosen this method because I believe that studies should build on each other, since it seems rather 

superfluous to reinvent the proverbial wheel, particularly in a limited study.  
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Swedish Nationalism and the Child 

In this chapter, I will explore the question: how can we understand the inner rationality of the Swedish 

national myth and the child’s symbolic significance in that myth? I will chronologically account for central 

paradigms within the development of Swedish nationalism: individualistic nationalism, integrative 

nationalism, and banal nationalism. The focus will primarily be the construction of nationalism in the 

social arenas of history research and education. In addition, I will account for the how the child is 

represented. In the end of this chapter, I will discuss how we can understand the Swedish nationalist myth 

and the child’s place in it from Lévi-Strauss’ theories on mythology. 

18th-19th Century: Individualistic Nationalism6 

In a general sense, nationalist expressions in Sweden predate the 18th century. However, in this time 

nationalistic discourse takes on the modern forms of what we today call nationalism: the idea of equal 

citizens in joint ownership of a limited area, answering to an abstract sovereign state instead of a state 

personified by the king. According to Hall (1998), prior to this time, nationalist expressions in academia 

were focused on unfolding the “glorious linage” of the royal family. These kind of nationalist expressions 

Hall refers to as genealogical nationalism. For example, prominent scholars considered the Swedish king a 

direct descendant from the biblical figure Noah, a decadence that gave an aura of celestial sanctioning to 

the king’s rule (ibid). Hall identifies that around the 18th century, Swedish academia’s nationalist 

expressions start to shift towards what he calls Individualistic Nationalism. The central idea that starts to 

emerge is that society constitutes a collective individual. 
 
In this section, I will account for four ideas central to individualistic nationalism: collective individuality, 

the kinship between people and the land, harmonic symbiosis of king and people, and history teaching as a 

self-improvement project. 

 

The Collective Individual and His Personality 

According to Hall (1998), the core idea of Individualistic Nationalism is that the society constitutes an 

abstract collective individual. Therefore, it should not be confused with our modern use of the term 

individualism, as opposed to collectivism. In Hall’s view, this paradigm shift is significant because now 

the common individual and his or her characteristics defines the nation. Rather than subjects, people 

                                                        
6 It should be noted that ideas cannot be carbon dated, the timeline is given to give an approximation of when most academic research 

associated with to these paradigms took place.  
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become citizens. One of the central figures in the birth of Individualistic Nationalism is Erik Gustaf Gejjer 

(1811 in Hall 1998), who advances the idea of society as a collective individual: 
 

Each people, not only live in the present, but also in its memories: and it lives through them. Each generation does not only 

transmit itself physically but also morally into another one: it leaves the new generation in charge of the older one’s customs 

and conceptions. It is this ongoing tradition, which always make the people unitary, this tradition constitutes the peoples 

consciousness of itself as a nation; it constitutes, so to speak, the nation’s personality. As soon as a people become cultivated, 

this tradition becomes history. The living memories are written down, and the nation more clearly looks at itself in the mirror 

of history. The more powerful and excellent this nation is, the more it dwells on its own image. The nation sees its dusky 

dawn, where the fairytale weaves its genealogy from houses blessed by gods; from the most distant past it hears a language 

spoken, the sound of which it recognizes; it beholds the innocence of childhood, the bold venture of its youth, the exploits of its 

manliness; it beholds the tree of living memories as it develops, from which the last branches stretch out into the very light of 

this day; it sees in the past periods the same trait, the same gaze, during changing fortunes the same spirit, and it says to its 

image with joyous consciousness: still it is I! (Geijer, in Hall, emphasis added 1998:94).  
 

In this quote, we can see that Geijer (1811) describes the collective individual as a conscious being. He 

describes the nation as having a personality, memories, and a male body. Geijer describes the nation as 

having a childhood, a youth and manhood; again, the symbolic resemblance to humanity is striking. 

Paradoxically, although Geijer seems to see this collective personhood following the stages of human life, 

the inevitable death of men does not concern the nation: it is immortal through re-generation. This 

“national homunculi (1998:94), as Hall phrases it, is not just an abstract transcendent being, in Geijer’s 

view, each generation’s transference into the next is how this collective being; takes physical form through 

the re-generation of its people and, equally important, through the moral consistency of its people.   

 
If we analyze the child’s symbolic position in Geijer’s (1811) statement, he awards the child the role of 

carrying on this consistency, as one generation “transfers itself” to the next. However, this consistency 

does not mean that 19th century historians envisioned society to remain the same. According to Tingsten 

(1969), a central purpose within 19th century Swedish history writing was to evoke gratitude in younger 

generations towards the great accomplishments of previous generations. In addition, the accomplishment 

of previous generations should inspire the young to even greater accomplishments. In Gejjer' mirror, where 

the nation can view its own glory, nations with grand and awesome history have more reason to linger. 

Gejjer’s unspoken assumption is that Swedish history is an impressive reflection. According to Hall 

(1998), it is characteristic of 19th century Swedish academic discourse that historical truth and the glory of 

the nation is considered the same, never in conflict with each other. Therefore, Geijer’s envisioned 

consistency of “the I” is a call for “the people” to remain the same, rather than society to remain the same. 

On the contrary, according to Hall, Geijer saw time as a medium for a progressively marching history 

(Geijer in Hall 1998). In Hall’s (1998) view, this is representative of a larger discursive shift. Previously, 

God was seen as limiting time, and history was taught to bring examples of moral life and living. In 

contrast, history was now taught in order to enable the people to evolve. I would argue, based on Geijer’s 

writing, it seems as though he assigns the young the task of the collective self-improvement that he intends 
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history research to catalyze. Geijer’s use of the tree as a symbol for Sweden is not without reason; it is to 

grow ever grander.  

 

Kinship between People and the Land—Moral Landscapes 

According to Hall (1998), one of the most central features of Individualistic Nationalist discourse, is the 

idea that the climate and the nature have shaped the morality of the Swedish people. In Hall’s (1998) view, 

the “moral landscape” discourse constitutes a significant shift from genealogical nationalism: the nation is 

now a category of mind, a subjective identity instead of a membership in an ancient family. Historians still 

proclaim superiority, but the origin of said superiority is in the minds of the Swedes and their nature, in a 

symbiotic indivisible relationship to each other. For example, Sven Lagerbring  (1769 in Hall 1998), 

argues that instead of praising fabulous kings historians should praise the harsh climate, which he believes 

has formed what he sees as the stoic morality of the Swedes. Olof von Dalin’s work (1750)  is another 

example of an historian who represents this view: 
 

Sweden is, as has already been said, one of the oldest kingdoms and its credible history is old enough. We do not flatter 

ourselves or seek for praise in old fairytales. As Swedes, we ought to thank our Creator for another thing which puts us ahead 

of the others, which no people may deny with any cause: A colder sky, a purer climate, a carefully blended air bring forth 

better health, more agility, bravery, generosity and honesty, and less revengeful feelings, suspicions, cunning and intrigues tan 

all these hot countries. Hence, do not use such a good assistance from Nature upon empty boast, but to the Ends of the Most 

High. Our praiseworthy Gothic ancestors, who overthrew the Roman Empire, could not, because of such a fortunate origin, do 

anything else anywhere they turned their weapons than break the chains which soft and enslaving climates forged together, 

make subjugated countries in the South prosperous from the Nordic Freedom and erect legal kingdoms upon the fall of 

Tyrannies (Dalin in Hall 1998:59).  

 

In Dalin’s (1750 in Hall 1998) rejection of genealogical nationalism (old fairytales), he proposes a new 

source for national pride: the climate. He attributes the Swede’s martial and cultural advancements to the 

properties of the Swedish climate. In his view, the climate has not only shaped the physical properties of 

the Swedes but also the moral properties, as he portrays the Swedes as fundamentally free. One such 

example is when Dalin refers to Gothicism, an intellectual tradition associated with genealogical 

nationalism, where the central argument is that Sweden is the origin of civilization. In Dalin’s view, there 

seems to be a qualitative distinction between the tyrannical civilization of hotter climates in the South, and 

the true civilized freedom (legal kingdoms) created by Northern temper and temperatures. Noteworthy is 

also that Dalin contrasts the superior morality of the Swede against a vague antagonist, the cunning 

national of hotter countries. Therefore, the moral landscapes are not simply a construction of “the self” but 

also of “the other”.  
 
According to Hall (1998), the discourse of “moral landscapes,” comes from a wider discursive shift 

towards Enlightenment ideals celebrating the authentic. Hall finds that for many prominent Swedish 

historians, such as Dalin (1750) and Lagerbring (1769), the search for “authenticity” became very 
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important. Hall argues that, in complete contrast to the genealogical nationalism’s elevation of Roman and 

Greek Civilization ideals, 19th century historians now took pride in the perceived “primitiveness” of the 

Swedes. Hall finds that during this time period, historians display a renewed interests in the Vikings, and 

used the Vikings’ martial advances as proof of the superior morality and values inherent to the Swedish 

people and its nature. Another group that previously had been of little interest to history scholars was the 

yeomen7. Historians took pride in that the Swedish peasantry had largely owned their land, in contrast to 

much of Europe’s peasantry. Therefore, contemporary historians saw the yeomen as proof of the naturally 

free spirit of the Swedes. In particularly, the Dala-yeomen, through the role they played in “the liberation 

of Sweden,” would come to symbolize the epitome of “free Swedish folk spirit (ibid).”  

In line with influential enlightenment philosophers, such as Jacques Rousseau (1762), Dalin (1750 in Hall) 

idealized childhood as a state of purity and authenticity: a promise of a better tomorrow. Therefore, the 

authentic nature of the Swede was observable in the child. Dalin writes: 

Cold water, snow, frost and rain were made very tolerable to them by habit. All children’s games implied danger to life and 

aimed at physical strength: To joke completely naked with murder weapons, to make hazardous jumps, to climb rocks, to dive 

to the bottom of lakes, to wrestle with no care for arms and legs, even with dumb beasts, and to learn in all nimbleness of the 

body, were the greatest diversions of adolescence (Dalin in Hall 1998:59) 
 

Dalin (1750 in Hall 1998) saw stoic qualities as authentic to the Swedes overall (in Hall 1998), and his 

symbolic use of the child’s play in this quote is intended as proof that these qualities are indeed natural, 

since in this discourse childhood is the state in which man is closest to his nature. Furthermore, in Dalin’s 

description of the child, he repeats the view that the climate has fundamentally formed the Swede’s 

physical properties and moral virtues. For Dalin, the child seems to represent Swedish virtues in their most 

primal form: manliness, courage, agility, and authenticity.  

 

The Harmonic Symbiosis of the King and His People 

Paradoxically as it may seem to the modern person, most 19th century Swedish academics, saw the 

freedom of the people and monarchic rule as inseparable (Hall 1998). According to Hall, individualistic 

nationalism emphasized the need for a harmonic hierarchal society. Historians saw the King’s rule as 

symbolic of the father’s loving rule over his family. Hall finds that historians established this relationship 

through heroic narratives that illustrated this harmonious nature: the two most important heroes being 

Gustav Vasa and Gustav II Adolf (ibid).  
 
The historic narration of Gustav Vasa, as it was told in the 18th century Swedish academia, remains 

strikingly similar to contemporary historic narration (Hall 1998). According to Hall, the typical narrative 

                                                        
7 Swedish translation: “allmogen” 
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of 19th century Swedish historians goes as follows: after Christian the Tyrant’s deceptive slaughter of the 

Swedish nobility, a lone young man with a deep-rooted contempt for the Danes, equipped with naught but 

his sword and his courage, set off to free his nation. In order to do so, Vasa sought an alliance with the 

yeomen in Dalarna. In them, Gustav Vasa knew that he would find true Swedish bravery and loyalty. 

Although the Dala yeomen first turned down Vasa, he had awoken their slumbering patriotic spirit. In the 

rediscovered free spirit of the Swedes, they later joined Vasa to overthrow the tyrant. By defeating the 

Danes, Vasa was considered a freedom fighter—more importantly, he is described as such because his 

dynasty was installed through popularly granted power. In addition to Vasa’s liberation of Sweden from 

the Danes, Vasa was considered a liberator by 18-19thth century academia, because he reformed the 

country to Protestantism; and thus freed Sweden from “Catholic oppression”. At the time, historians saw 

Catholicism as a demoralizing foreign influence on the Swedish spirit. The story of Vasa is therefore a 

story of state sovereignty: except for God, there should be no power above the nation (ibid).  
 
For the reader unversed in Swedish history, Gustav II Adolf is known as the founder of Sweden’s Era of 

Great Power. Hall (1998) argues that Gustav II Adolf’s significance in nationalistic discourse, is as the 

foremost example of Swedish virtues. In addition, historians presented his deeds as “proof” that Sweden’s 

historic destiny is inseparable from its king. Geijer (1836 in Hall 1998) argues that through Gustav Adolf’s 

genius, king and people became one man. Hall (1998), citing historians such as Martin Weibull (1881) and 

Anders Fryxell (1826), argues that many 19th century historians saw Gustav Adolf as a man without faults. 

He was a godly man with a heart filled with honor, not of the boastful kind, but of the kind that seeks 

victory for truth and the welfare of the fatherland. He hated drinking, gossip, and other moral depravations. 

Through the example of his leadership, he brought out the same qualities in his people. Although often 

criticized by his generals for putting his life on the line in the battlefield, this courageous act showed that 

he was willing to lay down his life for his people (ibid).  
 

Hall (1998) argues that in the stories of Gustav Vasa and Gustav II Adolf, the King’s true power lies not 

within himself, but in his ability to awaken the slumbering national spirit of his people. Hall finds a 

reoccurring narrative where the true freedom of the people comes through submission to the king. In his 

view, there is a dominant idea within this period that freedom comes through the unity of the people 

against foreign forces. Although this new historic discourse is similar to genealogical nationalism because 

it celebrates kings, there is an important shift towards the idea that the people must grant the king his 

power, rather than an emphasis on power granted by God.  

 

History Teaching as a Self Improvement Project—The People’s School 

The People’s School was instituted in 1842 as an obligatory form of schooling for all Swedish children 

(Florin 2010). According to Tingsten, (1969) the People’s School had two main tasks: to foster Christian 

values and patriotism. In his view, these two goals were often the same, as 19th century schoolbooks was 
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described the nation as profoundly Christian: God gave the Swedes the land, and he chose them as his 

people. An example of this is the portrayal of the “hero kings”. Tingsten finds that the schoolbooks portray 

Gustav vasa and Gustav II Adolf as champions of Protestantism, fighting against the power of the Catholic 

Church, which is represented as a foreign corrupting influence. According to Tingsten, the school system 

gave the task of fostering patriotism to history education (ibid). For example, Odhner, prolific writer of 

history literature for the People’s School, in a proposition for the parliament on behalf on the Commission 

for Issues Concerning History and Geography in Elementary Schooling writes:  
 

As a consequence of history’s extensive meaning and deep influence on the child’s mind, it is of utmost importance that 

history education is based on a good and somber spirit, that she carries the mark of a Christian and virtuous viewpoint, a noble 

and elevated world view. Another main task is, that history education, as it is taught to future citizens of a free country, is 

patriotic and national in nature (Author’s translation, emphasis added. Odhner 1868 in Tingsten 1969:122).  
 

In Odhner’s writing, we can detect the idea that the shaping of the mind of the child today is important, not 

because of the value it adds to their lives today, but because it forms future citizens. Children are seen as 

“human becomings”, rather than human beings. Furthermore, this idea is based on some sort of 

improvement project, where improving the mind of the child will improve the nation. In Tingsten’s (1969) 

cross-cultural study of school propaganda, he argues that in the late 18th century, Sweden must be regarded 

as the leading nation of school propaganda. He writes, “The propaganda that one in totalitarian regimes 

without risk for disagreement would direct at one’s people, you could in Sweden without risk for 

opposition direct at the children—for them dictatorship was the only conceivable form of rule (1969:277).” 

Tingsten does not argue that Sweden at the time was a dictatorship; rather, the powerless position of the 

child in relation to the adult made the People’s School a very effective form of social control. In his view, 

the People’s School’s effectiveness as a propaganda institution also came from its ability to tell a highly 

singular story. Tingsten argues that Sweden’s comparatively homogenous population made this singular 

story possible. In his research, Tingsten (1969) finds that much of the nationalistic ideas expressed in 19th 

century history teachings, such as descriptions of the Swedish people and the relationship between the 

individual and the nation, remained constant for almost a century (until around 1950).  

 

19th-20th Century: Integrative Nationalism8 

Around the turn of the 19th century, Hall (1998) identifies a change within academic discourse of the 

nation, which he labels Integrative Nationalism. In his view, Integrative Nationalism is largely a 

continuation of Individualistic Nationalism; however, there is an important discursive shift where state 

power takes on a new and central role as leader and organizer of the nation. With Integrative Nationalism, 

there is a higher degree of skepticism towards the people as free agents, a sort of fear of anarchic rule. Hall 
                                                        
8 Again, it should be noted that ideas cannot be carbon dated, the timeline is given to give an approximation of when most academic 

research associated with to these paradigms took place. 
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identifies a discursive pattern where the interest of the state is now seen as more important than the 

freedom of the people—it is considered essential for the true positive freedom of the people (ibid). In 

Hall’s words: “It is no longer Gustav Vasa and his people; it is Gustav Vasa and the state, partly against 

his people (1998:83).” I want to bring the readers attention to three ideas central to Integrative 

Nationalism: resistance against democratization, organic integration, and the national body as having 

physical properties. 

 

Resistance against Democratization 

According to both Hall (1998) and Tingsten, most influential historians were critical of democratic 

reforms. Party politics was considered divisive to national unity because historians feared that politicians 

would put the party before the fatherland. Furthermore, democracy was seen as a foreign form of power, a 

fertile soil for corruption and self-serving rule (Hall 1998, Tingsten 1969). In Tingsten’s analysis of history 

teaching, the general teaching conveyed that the greatest threat to the nation was the “ungodly” ideology of 

socialism. Contemporary historians paradoxically considered socialism as both a despotic and anarchic 

form of rule (Tingsten 1969). Nils Höjer (1907, in Tingsten 1969), author of history schoolbooks, after 

describing anarchist theory writes:  
 

There is not even the slightest doubt that the anarchic revolution will end in most cruel despotism of the sort that ended the 

civil war. Here the result was the same; as for socialism is the goal. Already with the purely democratic society individual 

freedom is badly threatened, and if the state would make itself master over all economic freedom, you would end up with a 

state centered power unparalleled in our society (Höjer 1907 in Tingsten 1969:183)  
 

Höjer's argument here is that the semi-democratic forms kept alongside royal rule was the ultimate balance 

of power, in contrast to the current “pure democratic rule.” Höjer’s view can be regarded as a continuation 

of 19th century scholar’s view of harmonic symbiosis of king and people: true freedom comes through 

submission. According to Tingsten (1969), this view on freedom through submission continues in early 

20th century nationalism. He argues that nationalist thought was much in line with religious thought: God’s 

omnipotence came with a belief that one should endure the pains of this life by focusing on spiritual 

matters and the afterlife. In Tingsten’s view, the love of one’s nation worked much in the same way: if you 

were proud and happy of being a Swede, you could not feel the misfortune and humiliation of being a poor 

worker.  

 

Organic Integration  

In Hall’s (1998) view, by the 20th century, historians such as Geijer (1811) had already firmly established 

the idea of the nation as a collective individual. In continuation of this discourse, Hall identifies a new 

element added, in which the nation is seen as a biological organism that should strive to integrate all its 

parts. For example, historian, Rudolf Kjellén (1901/1916, in Hall 1988) argues that viewing the state 
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simply as a legal system is to debase its nature; as for Kjéllen the state has a life on its own. For Kjéllen 

this is beyond simple metaphors; he believes that political scientists can study the state much in the same 

way zoologists study animals or psychologists study the minds of private individuals: 
 

The state as an empirical fact, is not simply a legal organization, a constitution, and an administrative system, not even if this 

organization is seen against the background of the existing society, the nationality and the territory. He is neither anything 

finished, nor anything static. He does not belong to the inorganic nature. He is life, who moves, works, acts internally and 

externally (Kjéllen 1901/1916 in Hall 1998:217) 
 

In this quote, Kjéllen (1901/1916) portrays the state as a sort of male super-organism. Furthermore, in his 

description of the state as an actor, he argues that this organism, like all organisms, has its own 

independent interests. In Hall’s (1998) view, with Kjéllen, the nation’s interest becomes a goal in itself, 

elevated above the interests of its individual citizens. In his view, the nation wants to grow and preserve 

itself. Hall contrasts Kjéllen's view of the nation to Geijer’s (1811) collective individualism, where the 

common morality of the people was the basis for national unity. In contrast, Kjéllen’s collective individual 

is a biological one, an organism that will inevitably exist, moral or not. According to Hall, Kjéllen views 

nations as a result of biological essentiality, which naturally divides people. Consequently, Kjéllen also 

saw the global system as national organisms in natural evolutionary competition with each other. For this 

purpose, national unity and pride under a strong centralized state power is of utmost importance in order to 

compete in this system. In Halls perspective, Kjéllen represents a shift in the general view of the state. In 

line with the logic of the nation as an organism in competition with other organisms, the state is seen as the 

brain. Because of this view of the state, a new discourse emerges where there is an emphasis on the state’s 

role as leader and organizer of the nation. According to Hall, Kjéllen sees the nation as an amoral creature, 

which must be directed by the rational force of the state through its concrete capacities such as education 

and military training. 
 
Another important academic figure in this discourse that Hall (1998) identifies, is Gustav Sundbärg, lead 

researcher of the Swedish Investigating Emigration Committee (SICE) (1913), tasked with finding the 

solution to the great emigration problem to America. Sundbärg (in SICE 1913) in his organic analysis of 

the nation goes further than Kjéllen (1901/1916): he attributes the nation not only a body, but also a soul. 

Furthermore, in Sundbärg’s view these are scientifically observable: through economic and political 

science we can study the body, and through psychology, we can study the soul. For the body of the nation, 

in SICE, Sundbärg argues that part of the emigration problem is that Sweden’s industrial progress is too 

homogenous. Reform is needed in order to attract the youth to stay in the country. However, for Sundbärg, 

the main problem of emigration lies in the soul. He argues that the Swede’s natural disposition is manly, 

courteous, just, humane and imaginative. The Swede loves nature and has a great capacity for 

organization. However, the Swede’s greatest fault lies in his disposition towards envy: he admires 

everything foreign and lacks national pride. Therefore, Sundbärg sees patriotic education as the solution to 

the emigration crisis. He is concerned that young people tend to admire everything foreign, in particular 
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the American and Danish culture, while devaluing their own cultural heritage. Sundbärg argues that the 

solution to this lack of patriotism is for Swedish schooling to teach the youth to better appreciate their 

heritage (ibid). The unspoken assumption here is that the Swedes are a superior people, but fail to see it. 

Furthermore, if the Swede would realize his superiority, the country would reach its true potential. 
 
SICE (1913 in Hall 1998), did not propose any change in legislation. It is notable; however, that during the 

same time that fear of under-population and emigration dominated academic and political arenas, the 

country’s first immigration laws were instituted. With this law, only Swedes were allowed to re-migrate—

Jews, Gypsies and, “Organ Grinders” were to be kept out of the country (Hammar 1964). According to 

Hall, the discourse of organic integration was important in the creation of this legislation. In a speech to 

the parliament on the matter of emigration historian Kjéllen (1907) shares his professional opinion: 
 

Thus the known evil of emigration is accompanied by the evil of immigration, and it becomes a clear political task to remedy 

in both cases—within reasonable limits to close both the doors, to attempt to prevent the pure stream from flowing out and the 

filthy stream from flowing in. (Kjéllen cited in Protocol from the Second Chamber of Parliament 1907 in Hall 1998:230) 
 

The flow Kjéllen (1907) refers to here is blood flow. The symbolism of emigration, as the loss of blood, is 

repeatedly reoccurring in the academic debate (Hall 1998). It is as if Kjéllen envisions this national body 

as a litteraly bleeding life force. More importantly, it is a life force at risk of bleeding out. Hence, Kjéllen 

represents the idea that the survival of the nation is dependent on its biological consistency.  

 

The Physical Properties of the Nation’s Body  

In Hall’s (1998) view the Swedish State Institute for Race Biology (SSIRB) was in many ways a logical 

progression of organic integration discourse. According to Hall (1998), one of the biggest popular 

misconceptions of Swedish Nationalism is that it is a strictly right wing phenomenon. In contrast, SSIRB, 

perhaps the clearest expression of the belief in Swedish superiority, was installed with broad political 

support. The consensus was that race biology was a modern clinical solution to many of society’s 

problems (ibid). Proponents of the institute included H.M Gustav V and Minister of State Hjalmar 

Branting among others (Lundborg 1927). 

 
Herman Lundborg (1927), head researcher for SSIRB, distinguishes between race and people; however, he 

claims that the Nordic (or Germanic) race is dominant in Sweden. Furthermore, he consistently describes 

non-Nordic races as inferior. In Lundborg’s view, the purpose of race biology is: 

 

[…] to deepen our knowledge of racial degradation, thus investigate the deepest causes for crime, moral degradation, 

alcoholism, and other inferiorities, in what ever form it comes, and in addition, to as far as possible prevent all of this 

(Lundborg 1927:9).”  
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Here Lundborg (1927) expresses the central idea of the race biological project: that society can eradicate 

its problems by protecting its racial properties from degradation. Consequently, it becomes important to 

scientifically map racial properties. According to Lundborg, the most important racial features are: color of 

eyes, hair and skin; the shape of the head and its different parts such as the jaw; finally, the length and 

dimensions of the body. In SSIRB’s grand publication, The Racial Characteristics of the Swedish Nation 

(1926), the institute measured the physical properties of 47 387 conscripts, thus ”scientifically ” 

establishing the physical properties of the Swedes. These properties are light skin, blonde hair, blue or 

green eyes, tall, long limbs, and long heads. The findings were considered so important that the institute 

also published a “People’s Edition,” to spread knowledge of racial properties (Lundborg 1927). With 

Lundborg, the collective Swedish body is no longer an abstract entity—it has become measurable. This 

measurable norm is further established through his extensive use of photography to illustrate the qualities 

of the Nordic race. An example of such a photo is the miner’s children on the cover of this theis, labeled as 

“Swedish types”. More importantly, he also extensively documented what the Nordic race was not.  

 
Although not strictly focused on history research in our modern conception of the field, according to Hall 

(1998), Lundborg’s work was very influential for history discourse of the first half of the 20th century. 

Lundborg (1927) argues that race has been central in the development of history and civilization: “It can 

not be denied, that modern culture, for good and bad, in large parts of the world, has predominantly been 

created by the Nordic race (Lundborg 1927:28).” In line with this racial view on history, in the initial 

decades of the 20th century, history textbooks often included description of the main races (white, black 

and yellow) along with descriptions of their distinctive qualities (Tingsten 1969).  

 
According to Tingsten (1969), race biology’s core mission was to keep the Nordic race pure. Race 

biologists believed that this goal was central in securing a prosperous future for Sweden’s, the history not 

jet written. Tingsten argues that the worst sin of all in the eyes of race biologists was “mix-breeding.” To 

illustrate the extent of this idea, in contemporary Swedish history textbooks, racial degradation (mix-

breeding) was attributed as the leading cause to the fall of the Roman Empire (ibid). The idea of racial 

purity and the fear of degradation, took very concrete forms. The findings of SSIRB were highly 

influential for the state’s forced sterilization program (Broberg & Tyden 2005). The idea behind the forced 

sterilization law that was adopted in 1935 was to prevent racial degradation through prohibiting those of 

poorer racial qualities to procreate. An additional motivation was the belief that through removing these 

elements the true and superior qualities of the race that had been lost due to inferior breeding would 

reappear. The law made it possible to forcibly sterilize people with mental handicaps, epileptics and 

“violators of common decency.” The law was amended in 1941 to also include people with an “asocial 

lifestyle,” such as alcoholic, criminals and vagrants. This amendment was in part to be able to sterilize the 

Romani population, which was not possible under the previous law. In all, around 63 000 people were 

deprived of their ability to reproduce in order to ensure the racial hygiene of the Swedish people (ibid). 
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Controlling the means of reproduction can be seen as a way of controlling the process of the collective 

body’s re-generation. Again, in similarity to the discourse of collective individualism, we see a focus on 

the child—and controlling the nature of that child—as insurance for the continuation and fortune of “the 

Swedish people.”  

20th-21st Century: Banal Nationalism 

In the modern history and civics textbooks analyzed here, the unapologetic boastful language of the 

romantic era has been replaced by a more cautious discourse. However, this does not necessarily mean that 

modern education does not express normative assumptions of nationality and nation. It means that the need 

for convincing the reader of the value of nationalism has become redundant. I argue this in light of 

Michael Billing’s (1995) theory of modern nationalism as Banal Nationalism. According to Billing, there 

is a popular idea that nationalistic thought in modern western society is outdated, with the exception of 

groups in the extreme ends of the political spectrum, such as separatists or racist ideologies. In contrast, 

Billing sees modern nationalism as a hegemonic discourse: its imagined value is already known to all 

citizens so there is no longer a need to convince people of its value. According to Billing, it is considered 

common sense that the principle of nationhood is important, as proof he argues that most modern wars are 

fought in the name of the nation. For Billing, all societies that maintain armies enforce the idea that some 

things are more important than life itself. Hence, the sacrificial spirit in which we view the nation 

illustrates nationalisms hegemonic position. Billing’s search for nationalism takes place as much is what is 

being said, as what is not said, ergo what ideas that are taken for granted. In seemingly banal ways (such as 

this thesis), we constantly reaffirm that the imagination of the nation states as an organic entities of their 

own ontology.  
 
In this section, I will give a brief overview of what I have identified as central features of modern Swedish 

Nationalism as it is expressed in modern History and Civics textbooks: the seemingly rather contradictory 

categories of the rational state and the moral state.  

 

The Rational State 

In my view, Almgren, et.al’s textbook History of All Times (2011), represents a continuation of the organic 

integration discourse: the state is seen as the rational outcome of a social evolutionary process. In the 

section “the Ancient North,” Almgren et.al accounts for the historic period 14000 B.C. until modernity, 

from the analytical viewpoint of what we today call Sweden. This is an example of banal nationalism, 

where the national category is taken for granted: the geographical limitation that for a few centuries has 

been known as Sweden, is of course irrelevant in much of the time period being described. Almgren et.al, 

does not need to justify this category since the reader is already assumed to know of its importance. The 
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value of nationality and nationhood is taken for granted to the extent that Almgren et.al argues that a 

positive side-effect of Britain’s colonization of India was that “It contributed to unifying the country and 

awaken the Indian’s national Pride (2011:236).” Again, Almgren et.al does not need to justify why it is 

positive, since the reader is assumed to know the importance of the principle of nationality. Furthermore, 

the use of the term “awakening” is illustrative of the organic state discourse’s influence on contemporary 

history writing, since it implies that national pride somehow pre-exists its own expression: colonization did 

not create national pride, it simply awoke it as if it were a sleeping person. In accordance with the 

hegemonic category of nationhood, Sweden is portrayed as an entity organically grown into a nation, 

sequentially maturing to its current (true) form. This organic view of the nation is also evident in Lars-Olof 

Karlsson’s (2011) civics textbook Agenda 123, when he defines a society as “something that outlives 

individuals, ergo, it continues to exist even when new generations replace those who die (2011:10).” 

Hence, it echoes the view of society as something that has a life on its own. The history of Sweden is 

primarily seen as an organic category rather than a moral one. With organic integration discourse, 

contemporary scholars see the nation as something that inevitably exists—moral or not. 
 
The rather deterministic view of how Sweden came to be a nation is also consistent with the portrayal of 

historical actors: historic events are explained through individual actor’s rational, material interest.  For 

example, in Algmren et.al (2011) the discourse of Gustav Vasa and Catholicism is now explained by his 

material interests in the church’s financial assets, in complete contrast to previous discourse where his 

actions were seen as motivated by religious convictions and national pride. My findings are consistent with 

Hall (1998), who argues that from around the middle of the 20th century, historic discourse in Swedish 

academia takes a drastic turn away from the previously blatant nationalism that had been so central to the 

narrative. He argues that the field of history is now strongly economized, and individual self-interest—

such as desire for wealth or power—is seen as the great trigger for all historical events.  

 

The Moral State 

The most outspoken normative assumption regarding Swedish identity in both Almgren et.al (2011) and 

Karlsson (2011) is of the Swede as a champion and forerunner of democratic moral virtues. In contrast to 

their description of Swedish history as a rational process, the current political system is described in moral 

terms. For example, on the subject of the changing nature of conservative ideologies, Karlsson writes, 

“Perhaps you can say that history has proved that democracy has not thrown society into chaos and evil, 

rather the opposite has occurred (2011:135).” Hence, in highly moral terms, Karlsson describes democracy 

as good and ordered and authoritative forms of governance as evil and chaotic. Furthermore, Karlsson 

repeatedly compares democratic systems of governance with other systems; in these comparisons, he 

describes the democratic as far superior.  
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Those who think dictatorship is the best form of governance think that the great mass of people is not capable of handling the 

complex task of governing. In contrast, democracy’s starting point is, that a society where all citizens are involved in the 

decision making process is morally right, and superior when it comes to solving societal problems and guaranteeing human 

rights (Karlsson 2011:37).  
 

As in the example above, the argument concerning the value of democracy and human rights is often rather 

circular, ergo, democracy is good for advancing human rights, and human rights are good because they are 

the foundation of democratic forms of governance. This circular nature of the argument is illustrative of 

the hegemonic position of the democratic discourse in Swedish education. Karlsson assumes that the 

reader knows that human rights are valuable and important, and does not need explain its value.  
 
In Karlsson’s (2011) textbook, there is an implicit nationalistic boasting based on democratic superiority. 

Descriptions of the superiority of democratic virtues, such as freedom of speech and rule of law, are 

presented alongside figures showing statistics where Sweden ranks highly in said superior virtues. This 

Swedish superiority in both Almgren et.al (2011) and Karlsson is further emphasized by the constant use 

of terms such as “advancement” and “progress” describing all forms of social movements in a democratic 

direction. This language indicates a worldview where democracy is seen as the highest point of a social 

evolution, and Sweden as among the most evolved. In both books, the authors uphold Sweden’s political 

history as a champion of democratic values, while disregarding or minimizing proof of the opposite. As an 

example, take Almgren et.al’s explanation of the Swede’s wide support for Nazi Germany: “Many Swedes 

did not want to see the dictatorship’s true face (2011:310).” By this explanation, they indicate that Swedes 

were somehow deceived into supporting Nazism, although, as evidenced by the SSIRB, ideas of racial 

superiority had wide political support. With the great emphasis on democratic values, the idea of what 

constitutes civilized values has changed. Nevertheless, this discourse is reminiscent of an old idea, present 

in nationalistic thought since Gothicism, of Swedes as bringers of civilized values to the rest of the world. 

It is interesting to note though that while the historic Swede is seen as an organic construct motivated by 

self-interest, the modern Swede is seen primarily as a moral category motivated by the moral duty to 

promote egalitarianism and democracy.  
 
According to Karlsson (2011), the idea of the Swede has changed from a static category of a biological 

character into a dynamic one that can include a variety of people. Karlsson (2011) writes, “50 years ago 

you would think of a Swede as a light skinned person, who spoke Swedish without an accent, and had a 

Swedish name (2011:29).” Karlsson goes on to say that this view is discriminatory and must be changed. 

In his view, because of Sweden’s large immigrant population, the norm of what is Swedish has changed: a 

person of darker appearance, a foreign accent, or an unusual name can now also be Swedish. Karlsson 

argues that the way to address this problem is that “We should be met exclusively as individuals 

(2011:31).” Again, he reaffirms Swedish values as being in accordance with democratic ideas of ethical 

individualism. Furthermore, Karlsson goes on to argue that one can now be a member of several different 

groups. As an example, he mentions that all Swedes are also member of the European Union. It is notable 
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though, that the liberal use of the pronoun “we” when describing Sweden, is not used when describing the 

EU, indicating different levels if identification. 
 
The value of equality as the only true source of freedom is repeatedly reaffirmed in both textbooks. Most 

prominently, this is mentioned in relevance to gender and ethnicity; however, other important themes are 

wealth equality and sexual orientation equality. Karlsson writes, “Unequal power positions can sometimes 

poison relationships between people (2011:16).” Here he indicates that a society of equal distribution of 

power is preferable. As Karlsson also repeatedly reaffirms Sweden’s comparatively equal society, it is also 

evident that this is a prominent virtue of the Swede and Swedish society. This state of equality is also 

expressed as a state of authenticity. Karlsson argues that the concept of Human Rights is a matter of 

common sense, and that it is in human nature to consider all people of equal value. Hence, according to 

Karlsson, since Sweden is an exceptionally equal society, it is also an exceptionally authentic society. 

Karlsson also echoes the old idea of the yeoman as proof of Sweden’s history as a naturally free people. 

However, rather than a symbol for its meaning for harmonious freedom under an enlightened despot, as 

was the case in individualistic nationalism, Karlsson now see the yeomen as the reason for Sweden’s 

advanced democratic nature. Freedom is seen as the authentic nature and the authentic state of the Swedes.  
 
In similarity to the history textbooks Tingsten (1969) researched, Karlsson’s civics textbook seems to have 

a fostering goal. An example of this fostering task can be seen in Karlsson’s argument for the importance 

of a democratic culture for a functioning democracy: 
 

In a democratic culture, you listen to your fellow citizens. You think independently and critically without blindly believing 

experts and authorities, but you also respect their knowledge. For a democratic culture to survive, it is necessary for future’s 

adults, ergo, children and youth, to be trained and won for the democratic cause (Emphasis added Karlsson 2011:42).  
 

Karlsson’s argument, although written almost a hundred years later, very closely resemble Odhner’s 

argument that children must be fostered in the spirit of the nation. Left uncontrolled, there is a risk that the 

central identifying virtue of the Swede—his or her democratic values—will be lost. Similar to both 

Individualistic Nationalism and Integrative Nationalism, there is an idea that the nation as whole needs to 

control the individual nature of each child to ensure its own continuation. 

Discussion on Mythologies of Swedish-ness and the 

Child 

In this section, I will use the discourses on the Swedish state, the Swedish person, and the Swedish child 

that I have mapped in the previous sections, in order to analyze how we can understand these discourses as 

part of a larger mythological construct. I will analyze Swedish nationalism in accordance with Lévi-

Strauss’ theory of myth. He argues that all myths have two primary functions: to resolve contradictions in 

the symbolic systems and to ensure consistency over time. First, I will address the myth of the Swedish 
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nation; second, I will address the myth of the Swede; finally, I will discuss how we can understand the 

child’s place in this myth.  

 

The Myth of the Swedish Nation 

National Transcendence 

(regeneration) 

Societal body Collective personhood 

Global Death Individual body  Individual personhood 

Figure.3 Central binary relationships between symbols in the Swedish nationalist myth. 
 

The first and most central theme I have identified when analyzing Swedish nationalism from a 

mythological point of view, is of the nation as a transcendent form of life. The nation is seen as a collective 

person, and through the survival of the individual traits that mark personhood, the nation becomes 

transcendent. Remember Geijer’s (1811) historic mirror, in which he simultaneously saw both himself and 

the abstract personification of the Swedish nation: he saw its past, its present, its promising future, “and 

still it is I.” Geijer might be one of the first proponents of this thought. This view takes on an even more 

concrete form in Integrative nationalism, in which authors such as Kjéllen (1901/1916), see the state as an 

actual living organism—a deterministic fact grander than its individuals. When he discusses the emigration 

crisis, the loss of people is described as the loss of blood, implying that if too much blood is lost the nation 

might bleed out. Hence, the nation is a transcendent immortal being, but must be transferred through 

individuals in order to maintain this transcendent state. Karlsson (2011) echoes this view of society in his 

modern description of a society as a collective being that outlives its individual beings, and it is seen again 

in Almgren.et.al’s description of the ancient north where Sweden is described as slowly maturing to its 

true and current form. In short, in all forms of Swedish nationalism, it is through the immortal quality of 

collective personhood that the Swedish people exist.  
 
Collective personhood’s central position in the nationalist myth leads us to the symbolic structures first 

contradiction—that between the individual’s mortal body and society’s transcendent immortal body. 19th 

century historians such as Geijer (1811) and Dalin (1750) saw the nation as bound together by moral unity. 

Therefore, the posed solution to the contradiction is that although each individual is mortal, Swedish 

morality re-generates, embodied within individuals. During the early 20th century, thinkers such as Kjéllen 

(1901/1916), Sundbärg and Lundborg (1927) understood re-generation differently—for them it was an 

organic process. In the discourse of organic integration, the contradiction between our own mortality and 

the collective body’s trancendence is solved through biological determinism: the Swedish nation is the 

natural evolutionary progression of Swedes’ biological unity. With Lundborg, this takes on its most 

explicit form: he saw the Swedes as carriers of a precious (and superior) biological heritage, and that all 

who carries this heritage and all who have carried it before are bound together by racial bonds, thus 

solving the “mortality contradiction.” In modern times, with Karlsson (2011)and Almgren et.al (2011) 
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there is again a shift back towards Swedish moral unity, in particular the moral virtues of democracy and 

egalitarianism. Hence, we can identify two major versions of the myth (although not mutually exclusive): 

the collective Swedish body exists diachronically by moral and/or biological re-generation.  
 
Both the moral and the biological solution demand consistency within the population. The pursuit of 

consistency leads us to the second contradiction of Swedish nationalist thought: how can we 

simultaneously be our own individuals and the personification of an abstract national individual? After all, 

individuality per definition concerns itself with some degree of uniqueness, while a collective identity 

requires similarity. In my view, this contradiction is closely tied to the discursive approach to freedom. 

Recall Anderson’s view of the imagined community as the idea of equal citizen in equal ownership of a 

sovereign limited territory: there are no subjects only free citizens. However, in Swedish nationalist 

discourse, it is a very particular form of freedom that is proposed: freedom through subjugation. 19th 

century historians, such as Kjéllen’s (1901/1916), elevation of kings and early 20th century historians’ 

resistance against democracy share the perspective that true freedom comes from national unity. In 19th 

century historians’ elevation of Gustav Vasa and Gustav II Adolf, we can see an attempt to explicitly 

define the grounds of this national unity. The discourse seems equally to be about subjugation to the ideals 

the king represent—such as bravery, manliness, and godliness—as subjugation to the royal majesty itself. 

The king in these narratives is not praiseworthy because he is above the people; he is praised because he is 

the personification of the Swedish character. The same can be said about 19th century historians’ resistance 

against democratic reforms on the grounds that it is contrary to national unity. In modern textbooks, 

freedom is seen as granted by a democratic system; however, there are still restrictions on how individuals 

should want to be free, since children and youth must “be trained and won for the democratic cause 

(Karlsson 2011:42 ).” This is a seemingly paradoxal view, since Karlsson’s textbook is written from a 

point of view in which freedom is authentic to human nature. Similar to the racial discourse, there is a fear 

of degradation, albeit moral instead of biological. Hence, the modern Swede reaches freedom though 

conforming to democratic values. In conclusion, the contradiction between individual and collective 

personhood is resolved through negotiating common traits on which the collective personhood is founded; 

furthermore, there is a conforming principle in play that requires the individual to subjugate to these traits 

in order to reach true freedom.  
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The Myth of the Swede 

Swedish Patriotic Civilized Free Authentic Godly 

Moral 

Manly Strong Martial 

Not 

Swedish 

Cosmopolitan Anarchic 

or 

Despotic 

Not 

free 

Degraded Ungodly 

Amoral 

Womanly Weak Conquerable 

Figure 4. Table representing moral virtues commonly ascribed to the Swede and the Swedish state in 

Individualistic Nationalism and Integrative Nationalism.  
 

The first row in the table above represents moral virtues that, in individualistic nationalism and integrative 

nationalism have been commonly ascribed to the Swedish person. As Swedish nationalism relies on the 

idea of the nation as a collective person, these are also traits commonly ascribed to the state. The second 

row in the table above represents moral traits often ascribed to a foreign other. The other is sometimes 

formulated implicitly, as with Dalin (1750) and his “cunning national of hotter countries.” Sometimes, 

however, the “other” is more explicitly assumed in the construction of the self. For example, Lundborg 

(1927) first states the superior qualities of the “Nordic race,” and then proceeds to say that racial hygiene 

programs can solve problems such as “moral degradation.” Lundborg’s implicit assumption is that moral 

degradation is the fault of an unnamed other. The construction of the other does not in itself constitute a 

contradiction of the myth: the other is the antagonist that the Swedish protagonist is constructed against. 

The contradiction rather comes in to play, when the Swede fails to live up to his elevated role. For 

example, in 18th-19th century nationalism, the historians blame the corrupting influences of Catholicism as 

the reason why the Swedes fall short of these expectations. In Integrative Nationalism, Americanization 

and socialism are attributed to hollowing out the true nature of the Swedes. In short, when this idealized 

image of the Swede falls short of reality, there is a toolbox of symbols representing “the other”—such as 

cosmopolitanism, degradation and womanliness—that can be used to solve the contradiction between the 

ideal Swede and the real Swede.  

 

 
Swedish White skin Blonde hair Green/blue eyes Tall Agile Healthy 

Not Swedish Colored skin Dark hair Brown eyes Short Inagile Unhealthy 

Figure 5. Physical traits historically ascribed commonly to the Swedes, and “the other.” 

With Integrative nationalism, and most importantly with Lundborg (1927), the Swede and Swedish society 

also have a measurable distinguishable body. The table above represents the traits that are said to belong, 

and not belong to that body. Here there is little reason to speculate what this body looks like, as it is 

“clinically established,” even published in a People’s Edition so that the whole nation can partake. 

However, the focus on the physical properties of the body also appears in in the romantic writing of Dalin 

(1750), and his idealization of the agile, healthy bodies formed by cold climate. In a way, the romantic era 

set precedence for the elevation of primitivism that race biology relied on.  
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Swedish Civilized/ 

Democratic 

Free Authentic Moral Humane  Peaceful Equal 

Not 

Swedish 

Despotic Not Free Degraded Amoral Inhumane Martial Unequal 

Figure 6. Moral virtues commonly ascribed to the Swede and the Swedish state in Banal Nationalism.  
 

In modern times, the historic discourse change as the Swedish identity’s transitions from a biological 

category into a moral one in order to absorb a more heterogeneous content. While Almgren et.al (2011) 

describes the “historic Swede” as an organic construct, both Almgren et.al and Karlsson describe the 

modern Swede as a moral category. The previous central theme of religious sanctioning is completely 

absent. Nevertheless, the claims to moral superiority remain though now in the form of democratic vales. 

Another important difference is that textbook no longer emphasize that Swedes have a certain appearance. 

In complete contrast to previous discourse, Karlsson (2011) argues that Swedes can now have many 

different appearances; and are bound together instead by their democratic culture. As a part of this 

democratic culture, the emphasis on manliness, strength, and martial qualities has been replaced by an 

emphasis on equality and peacefulness. For Karlsson, this change in Swedish identity is related to 

Sweden’s increasingly heterogeneous population. Hence, the discourse has changed in order to be 

applicable to a more heterogeneous population; in difference to the racial discourse, one can now choose to 

become Swedish. 

 

The Child in Swedish Nationalism 

The first and perhaps obvious function that the symbol of the child has in the Swedish nationalist myth is 

that embodying regeneration. Without the child, there is no continuation of the Swedes. For Lévi-Strauss 

(1978), the choice of a certain symbol often has an innate logic to it. For example, it is no coincidence that 

many cultures see the sun as a symbol of life. By this logic, it is not hard to see why the child would be 

chosen as a symbol of immortality: children often physically resemble their parents, and might even have 

similar behaviors and mannerisms. Although they are separate individuals, it is easy to see in them a 

continuation of our own individuality. In the nationalistic myth, they are awarded an even grander 

purpose—ensuring the continuation of society itself. Since this heritage is not “natural” in the same way, 

there is a reoccurring idea that children must be formed into the collective body’s offspring. Within 

Individualistic Nationalism, Integrative Nationalism, and Banal Nationalism, controlling the nature of the 

child is as a way to ensure the continuation of the Swedish people. The People’s School, the racial hygiene 

program, Karlsson’s (2011) emphasis on winning children for the democratic cause, are all examples of 
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efforts to ensure the continuation of biological and/or moral properties. Through these institutionalized 

forms of social control, the nature of the child is not only a concern of their parents, but the rearing and 

conforming task becomes a national responsibility. Children are not only the offspring of their parents, 

they are also children of the nation. 
 
The second symbolic function of the child is as a solution to the problem of consistency. When the current 

imagination of the Swede falls short of the ideal, the Swedes are not as manly or democratic as scholars 

imagine them, the child becomes a symbol that historians use to narrate what Sweden could be like if the 

reality of the Swedes more closely resembled the imagined community. For example, in Sundbärg and 

Odhner’s calls for patriotic education, they see a hidden potential in the Swedish child, that if unlocked 

would lead to new golden eras. Lundborg (1927) envisions a future that through a process of racial 

purification, can eradicate societal problems. Karlsson (2011) also represents this view of the child, since 

his call to win children for the democratic cause, is paired with his description of the democratic states 

moral and functional superiority. It is if he envisions the fight for the child’s mind as an opportunity for a 

more democratic, and therefore, better future. In summary, in the Swedish nationalist myth, the child has a 

symbolic function as an unlocked utopian state, that if unlocked would solve the contradiction between the 

ideal self and the real self.   
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The (Im)migrant Child and Being 

Swedish 

In this chapter, I will explore the question: how the mythological understanding of the Swedish nation and 

the Swedish child affect the academic perspective of the (im)migrant child? In order to answer this 

question, I will first present articles that I have identified as representative for the dominant paradigms 

within globalization studies. The articles concern cultural identity formation for (im)migrant children in 

Sweden. Then I will analyze these articles from the mythological perspective suggested in the previous 

section. By mythological perspective, I refer to the idea of society as a collective person that re-generates 

through passing biological and/or moral virtues seen as characteristic of the collective person on to the 

next generation. Furthermore, in this understanding of trancendence, controlling the nature of the child is 

seen as pivotal in order to ensure that traits seen as characteristic of the collective individuality lives on, 

and in addition, continues to improve.  

The Tribalistic Paradigm and the (Im)migrant Child 

in Sweden 

The tribalistic paradigm is usually not a self-proclaimed paradigm. Even Huntington (1993) would 

probably not call himself a tribalist. However, writers that can be classified as tribalists have in common 

that they view cultures as in a state of fundamental conflict with each other. Furthermore, they tend to see 

cultures as predominantly static entities. In particular, they see west’s modern egalitarian values as 

threatened by traditional values, most commonly those of Islam. Because they write in accordance with 

these general ideas, I have chosen Ouis, et.al’s (2013) article ”Is Multiculturalism Good for Children? The 

Rights of the Child and Multiculturalist Policies in Sweden” as representative for this paradigm, even 

though they do not self-proclaim as such. Ouis, et al.’s answer to the title question is that multi-culturalist 

policies are not good for the child because it violates principles of equality, particularly gender equality.  

 

Halal Hippies—Conflict of Rights 

Ouis, et.al (2013) argue that through ideals of multi-cultural tolerance, oppression of women and children 

becomes accepted. According to them, patriarchal oppression of women and children often have very 

powerful cultural roots. Therefore, the acceptance of traditional cultures has the power to undermine 

gender equality. Although not explicitly stated, the traditional culture they seem to have in mind is Islamic 
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cultural practices, since they refer to these ideals of cultural tolerance as the “halal-hippie” approach. By 

this term they want to illuminate what they see as a paradoxal equality ideal. They see the halal hippie as 

someone who is extremely tolerant towards “the other”, although this other embrace values that are in 

complete contradiction to values of liberalism and equality held by him or her self. In their article, they 

criticize Erik Christensen’s (2012) findings that women in traditional cultures can lead “meaningful life,” 

claiming it’s an emotionally governed argument, based on romanticized ideals of foreign cultures as 

somehow being more meaningful. They continue:  
 

We do not deny that women are fully capable of living meaningful lives in traditional contexts, but the issue is whether such 

contexts provide women and children with the rights of non-discriminatory practices (gender equality). If not, then all citizens 

are not entitled to full human rights, since somehow another standard is accepted for the Other with reference to their culture 

as different-from-us (Ouis, et.al 2013:80) 

 

In their view, women and children from “traditional cultures” are oppressed by their culture of origin. 

Because these women and children are already in a state of oppression, the Swedish society’s acceptance 

of discriminatory cultural practices is a form of “double discrimination.” Furthermore, they argue that as 

part of the patriarchal structure of society, concerns brought up by feminist writers against multicultural 

policies are often seen as trivial or pro-Western. They argue that the perceived triviality of these issues is a 

part of larger patriarchal discriminatory structures, in which issues concerning women and children are 

valued lower than those of men.  

 
Besides being in conflict with ideals of gender equality, Ouis, et.al (2013) see multicultural policies as 

being derogatory to the rights of the child. As proof, they argue that immigrant children are often 

forbidden to partake in school activities such as camps, gymnastics, swimming, and lessons in music and 

religion, which causes the child’s academic opportunities to suffer. Ouis, et.al express concern that because 

of their age children might not have a voice in issues that affect them. In particular, they express concern 

for girls, identifying five types of power structures that oppress the immigrant girl: age, gender, class, 

ethnicity, and religion. They argue instead of attending school activities or socializing with friends, 

migrant girls are often forced to help with domestic tasks, or take care of younger siblings. In their view, 

the isolation of migrant girls to their home environment is related to the sexualization of their bodies. In 

particular, they argue this to be true for girls wearing Islamic scarf (hijab) and fully covered clothing 

(burqa). According to Ouis, et.al, excluding these girls from school activities that require states of undress 

justifies patriarchal structures where the male’s active gaze, views the passive object of the female body. 

They proceed to argue that the same kinds of ideas validate child marriage: “Adherence to traditional 

patriarchal cultures prohibits girls to take part in various activities in school with reference to the presumed 

sexuality of the child, while at the same time the child may be exploited sexually in a traditional, forced 

marriage (2013:84).” They refer to the sexual rights established by the World Health Organization, arguing 

that this sexualized view of the child is in breach of those rights.  
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Public vs. Private Values 

Ouis, et.al (2013) argue that schools have an important role to play in safeguarding these children. 

According to them, the parents’ wishes, such as halal food or that their children will be exempt from 

school activities, should be interpreted as an act of resistance towards the majority society. Therefore, they 

consider the acceptance of immigrant parents’ wishes to be problematic, since that would mean 

acknowledging immigrant’s right to remain as the other. They find this to be contrary to goals of social 

integration, as these multiculturalist policies risk that these unequal cultural practices will be maintained 

by second-generation immigrants as well. Therefore, they express a concern that this resistance will 

ultimately come to change Swedish culture: 

 

Children are raised in the private sphere, and most people agree that parents have the freedom to raise and educate their 

children as they please in their homes according to the norms and values they believe in. However, it seems that parents have 

gained influence over the societal institutions that deal with their children’s lives, such as day care centers, schools, leisure 

activities and so on. The tendency is that the values in the private sphere are disseminated into the public one. (Ouis, et.al 

2013:79). 

 

In line with this reasoning, Ouis et.al (2013) identify private schools as particularly concerning. Because 

these schools want to maintain their pupil basis, they are more likely to adhere to the wishes and desires of 

parents. According to, Ouis, et.al, these practices risk allowing discriminatory policies against children to 

continue. They argue that the private school system, therefore, undermines society’s ability to protect these 

children in the public sphere.  

The Cosmopolitan Paradigm and the (Im)migrant 

Child in Sweden 

Cosmopolitan writers see culture as a performed by individuals. Hence, culture is not an essentialist-

disembodied phenomenon: it must be performed to exist. In contrast to tribalists writers, cosmopolitan 

writers do not view living with “more than one culture,” as necessarily being a state of contradiction, since 

culture as phenomenon performed by an individual. Individuals can choose to enact social codes 

associated with one culture in one situation, and act in accordance with the other culture when it suits 

them. This is a phenomenon called code switching. These general viewpoints are shared by Farzaneh 

Moinan (2009), whose research I have selected as representative for the paradigm. Her research focused on 

how immigrant children in Sweden with Iranian-born parents view their own cultural backgrounds.  
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Hybrid Identities 

Moinan (2009) argues that immigrant children’s constructions of their own identities were fluid and varied 

depending upon various situations and contexts. She bases her theory on Bhabha’s (1994) notion of the 

third space—the idea of culture as only existing in interactions between individuals, where hybrid 

identities can be performed in “in-between spaces” of culture, where traditional cultural identities are 

questioned. The third space is constituted temporarily in interaction with another, through the re-

appropriation of cultural symbols, which is given new meaning by the user. In line with Bhabha’s theory, 

Moinan finds that the children she interviewed constructed so called “hybrid identities,” where they 

negotiate their Swedish and Iranian cultural heritage as it suits them. One of her informants responds to 

whether he sees himself as Swedish or Iranian: “I don’t know. I say, I am just me! I mean I am both 

Swedish and Iranian, but neither of them alone. Not all the time! (in Moinan 2009:43)” Moinan argues that 

this response is typical and these children actively resist oversimplification, reductionism, and 

categorization based on their ethic or cultural backgrounds. In her view, these children want to be viewed 

primarily as individuals, or in her words “being a human before anything else (2009:46),” rather than 

representatives for a particular culture.  
 
In order to view these children’s identity construction in a non-binary way, Moinan (2009) explores 

Holstein and Gubrium’s (2000) argument, which in short is a call for researchers to resist the process of 

essentializing and homogenizing the categories of race, class, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality.  Therefore, 

it is necessary to use a new language. Instead of the classic question of “who am I”, researchers should ask 

“when, where, and how am I?” In response to this question, Moinan finds the children’s cultural identity 

depends on the situation. For example, it was common for her informants to speak Farsi at home, but 

Swedish “everywhere else.” According to Moinan, this can be seen as a form of identity positioning 

through code switching. However, she also points out that the different cultural position these children take 

should not be assumed to correspond to stereotypical ideas of what it means to be Swedish or Iranian. 

When the informant was asked if he prefers Swedish or Iranian food, he ironically responded:  “As a 

matter of fact I love salami, pizza and spaghetti more than both Iranian and Swedish foods. Does that mean 

I am Italian? (in Moinan 2009:38)” For Moinan, this statement is an act of resistance towards the 

stereotypical label of a “pure Iranian.” 
 

Challenges of Identity Construction 

Moinan (2009) finds that the children’s self-chosen identities are often challenged both in home and in 

their schools. According to her, this might lead individuals to a state of perpetual tension where others, 

who see them differently, challenge the identity they have chosen for themselves. One such area of tension 

that Moinan highlights, is visible ethnic markers: 
 

When I was younger, I believed that I was Swedish. I was born here, and I’ve done everything that a Swedish  child does. So 
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what would I be if not Swedish? But then everybody else started explaining to me that I was not Swedish, I mean, I don’t look 

Swedish. With brown eyes and black curly hair how could I ever be Swedish? Being Swedish is something you can see. It has 

to do with your appearance. (In Moinan 2009:39) 
 

According to Moinan (2009), her informants often felt that they were ascribed an identity by society and 

were denied the possibility to participate in the formulation of that identity. In the quote above, we can see 

such an example in relevance to physical properties associated with Swedish identity. In Moinan’s data, 

another reoccurring form of denial to participate in the formulation of one’s own identity was the 

paradoxal persistence of otherness they were ascribed both by Swedish society and Iranian society: the 

“Swedes” saw them as “Iranians,” and the Iranians saw them as Swedes. In contrast to this enforced 

otherness, Moinan finds that the children often felt that adults expected them to have one “stable” identity, 

although they themselves felt that their identity was more of a fluid construct. Furthermore, when the 

children approached adults regarding these feelings, they were often met with an interventionist attitude 

rather than a willingness to have an open discussion regarding the issue. Moinan concludes that children’s 

experience of cultural identity might differ from adults, and due to these restrictions children often live in 

the intersections of identity that their social world makes available to them.   

 

Mythological Perspective on Research of the 

(Im)migrant Child 

In this section, I will analyze how we can understand these representations of the (im)migrant child in 

relevance to the myth of Swedish nationalism and the child’s symbolic position in this myth. The purpose 

is not to disclose the “true nature “of the child, but to understand how the (im)migrant child is constructed 

as an object of knowledge in relevance to the symbolic system. Therefore, I will analyze these articles on 

the (im)migrant child from the symbolic system charted in the previous section. I will argue that from a 

mythological perspective, the tribalistic perspective represents a view of the (im)migrant child seen as 

something that needs to be controlled to ensure re-generation, and that the cosmopolitan perspective tends 

to see the child as a symptom of the impending death of the nation.  
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The Myth of the Swedish State and Representations of the (Im)migrant 

Child 

National Transcendence 

(Regeneration) 

Societal body Collective personhood 

Global Death Individual body  Individual personhood 

Figure.3 Central binary relationships between symbols in the Swedish nationalist myth. 
 

It is notable that both representations of the (im)migrant child, the tribalistic and the cosmopolitan, seems 

to reflect different sides of the binary clusters regarding how the state is understood within Swedish 

nationalist mythology. Ouis, et.al (2013), and the tribalistic paradigm, reflects the upper row in the 

spectrum, the national side. The most obvious example of this is when they express a fear that “values in 

the private sphere are disseminated into the public one.” From a mythological point of view, this could be 

interpreted as fear of ending the cycle of re-generation, the death of Swedish-ness. In particular, their 

concern with traditions of the parents being maintained into the second generation is interesting from this 

perspective, since it illustrates the point that, more so than concern for the well being of (im)migrant 

children, it seems there is something grander at stake: the collective personhood of Swedish society. The 

Cosmopolitan paradigm and Moinan (2009), on the other hand positions the (im)migrant child on the 

opposite side of the symbolic system. The title of Moinan’s article “I am Just Me,” paired with his 

emphasis of the children’s cultural identity as unique and individual, determines a focus on the individual 

body, and individual personhood. Moinan’s exploration into the challenges of identity formation seems to 

be concluded in an adult world that fails to see the true global nature of the child, and tries to fit the child 

into national categories that have no meaning to them. In contrast to the tribalistic perspective, Moinan and 

the Cosmopolitan paradigm’s focuses on diversity through global bodies, and the national unitary body 

seems to be declared dead (or at least dying). Hence, both sides of the argument seems to primarily focus 

on one side of the binary relationship, while largely disregarding the other. 

 

The Myth of the Swede and Representations of the (Im)migrant Child 

Civilized/ 

Democratic 

Free Authentic Moral Humane  Peaceful Equal 

Despotic Not Free Degraded Amoral Inhumane Martial Unequal 

Figure 6.Table representing moral virtues commonly ascribed to the Swede and the Swedish state in Banal 

Nationalism.  
 

The tribalistic perspective, with Ouis, et.al (2013), clearly relates to modern nationalistic ideas of Swedish-

ness, as defined by a democratic moral character. In line with Billing’s (1995) theory of banal nationalism, 

Ouis, et.al’s (2013) nationalist expressions are found in what is assumed rather than what is explicitly said. 

In their article, similar to the modern textbooks analyzed in the previous chapter, they treat the discourse of 
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democracy and egalitarian values as a hegemonic concept, and furthermore equate these values to Swedish 

values. A notable example of their hegemonic treatment of democratic morals is their critique of 

Christensen’s (2012) argument that women can have meaningful lives in traditional contexts. Their counter 

argument is that rather than being a question of meaningful lives, it is a question of whether their rights are 

fulfilled—essentially arguing that the concept of rights is a goal in itself rather than being a tool to achieve 

meaningful lives. This relationship with the concept of human rights is consistent throughout the article: 

sexual rights, children’s rights, and women’s rights are used as arguments without specifying why they are 

valuable. Its value, and the idea of the Swedish self, is constructed in their description of the other, as 

despotic, not free, amoral, and unequal. Furthermore, their description of the other as resisting “majority 

society values,” implies a binary relationship between Swedish values and the values of an imagined other, 

a view that has long been characteristic of nationalist thought.  
 
In contrast to the tribalistic perspective, Moinan (2009) and the cosmopolitan perspective is not as 

concerned with defining qualities of Swedish personhood. Instead, Moinan asks the informants to define 

this for her, and finds that her informant’s identity formation transcends national categories. However, 

from a mythological perspective, one might question the cosmopolitan perspective’s great emphasis on the 

individual as defining of culture, as it disregards the conforming principles necessary to construct 

collective personhood. Although Moinan describes the children’s identity formation as fluent, there seems 

to be specific limit to where it can flow. I would like to remind the reader of the “scientifically” established 

and widely spread information of what the Swede looks like: 
 

White skin Blonde hair Green/blue eyes Tall Agile Healthy 

Colored skin Dark hair Brown eyes Short Inagile Unhealthy 

Figure 5. Physical traits historically ascribed commonly to the Swedes, and “the other.” 

 

Moinan’s (2009) informant’s description of himself as not being Swedish due to his appearance, clearly 

relates to this old but widely spread idea of Swedish-ness as defined by biological heritage and properties. 

This view is in some ways echoed in modern history textbooks through the portrayal of the historic Swede 

as an organic category. Furthermore, the children were also denied access to an Iranian identity by their 

relatives living in Iran, further restricting how they are “allowed” to form their identity.  Hence, in support 

of Ouis, et.al’s (2013) view of culture as powerful systems of conformity, principles of collective 

personhood seem to be powerful in dictating the conditions of individual personhood.  

 

The Myth of the Swedish Child and Representations of the (Im)migrant 

Child 

As the attentive reader will recall, in the previous section I theorized that the central symbolic function of 

the child in Swedish nationalism is as a symbol of re-generation. Controlling the nature of the child is 

pivotal in order to ensure that the characteristics of Swedish collective personhood is transferred to the 
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next generation. Hence, from a mythological perspective, I see Ouis, et.al’s (2013) call for public schools 

to serve as vanguard of public moral virtues, as a continuation of a long tradition of controlling the nature 

of the child as a mean to ensure the survival of the national body. According to them, the school has an 

important role as teacher of mainstream morals needed to combat their despotic home environment, in 

which the child is forced to conform to undemocratic values. In contrast, Moinan (2009) views all forms of 

conformity required by the adult world as the attempt to simplify the child’s unique identity construction 

into traditional (national) categories. The cosmopolitan paradigm, from its very philosophical roots, 

propagates a world unrestricted by national boundaries. Hence, the cosmopolitan paradigm’s resistance to 

social control of the child is also consistent with the nationalist myth as the lack of control would lead to 

nationalism’s death.  
 
In both articles, we can see the second symbolic function of the child: solving the problem of consistency. 

It is notable that Ouis, et.al (2013), when they discuss what they see as the undemocratic nature of 

immigrants from traditional culture, they are not primarily concerned with the present reality of the 

Swedish population, which would include the children’s parents and their values, but what will happen if 

they transfer their values onto their children. Hence, the parents of these children, seems to be beyond 

capability for change, or they are simply not seen as part of the national body. The implication of Ouis, 

et.al’s argument for schools as protector and teacher of democratic values is that if their children are 

properly trained in the democratic ways, we can reach a more promising future where the Swedish nation 

is consistent with its mythology—truly equal and democratic. The consistency problem is also present in 

Moinan’s  (2009) writing. Although the cosmopolitan ideal is an identity beyond national categories, 

Moinan concedes that there are great outside pressures on children to adapt their identity to given national 

categories. In other words, the child does not seem to be as free in forming his or her identity as the 

cosmopolitan ideal and prominent theorists such as Bhabha portays it. Moinan’s solution is that that the 

adult world must refrain from imposing conformative principles of national identity that prevent the child 

from being his or her true self. The other side of this argument is that if the social categories of national 

bodies would die it would enable the rebirth of truly global bodies. Hence, in both cases the child is used 

as a symbol for hidden potentials and coming golden eras.   



 

43 
 

Discussion 
  -Do you know where I see the Swedish colors right now? 
  - Father asked, and caressed his boy. 
 -Well, I see them in your blue eyes, and your yellow hair.  
  - How marvelous! 
  - Rolf replied joyously.  
  -Then everyone can see that I am a Swedish boy. 
  (From The People’s School’s textbook, Reading For the Little Ones by Anderson & Westerlund (1939) in Hall 2000:200) 

Just as everyone could see that Rolf was a Swedish boy, everyone could see that Jason Diakité was not. 

However, the Swedish nationalism that emphasizes Swedish-ness as a biological category exists parallel to 

forms of nationalism that emphasize Swedish-ness as a moral category. In the spirit of moral nationalism, 

Diakité has become an outspoken proponent for a de-racialized view of Swedish-ness. In an address to the 

Swedish Parliament, he demanded that all ideologies that proclaim superiority based on race, religion, 

gender, or sexual orientation be erased. He called for a view of Swedish-ness as egalitarian democratic 

ideals where all are met as individuals. Furthermore, he demanded to be considered a part of the Swedish 

community. In exchange, he would give Sweden his life (Diakité in Tagesson 2013).  

 
Diakité’s story illustrates the complex forces at hand in the construction of nationality, such as individual 

identity, collective identity, death, and life. In this thesis, I have argued that in the mythology of Swedish 

nationalism society is understood as a transcendent being that re-generates through passing on biological 

and/or moral virtues to the next generation. Because of this understanding of transcendence, controlling the 

nature of the child becomes pivotal, in order to ensure that the collective individual continues. 

Consequently, within dominant theoretical paradigms in globalization theory, the (im)migrant child is 

either seen as something that needs to be controlled so that the nation lives on, or as a symptom of the 

impending death of the nation.  

 
The purpose of this project is to formulate a social critique by elucidating structures of thought influencing 

academic perceptions of the (im)migrant child. In particular, I will critique cosmopolitanism and tribalism, 

the dominating paradigms within globalization studies. My first critique is that both paradigms treat the 

national and the global as isolated objects and disregard their relational meaning. In doing so, these 

paradigms perpetuate mythological assumptions. My second critique is that the paradigms analyze 

nationalism and globalization through academic objective standards of objective rationality. I will now 

describe these two points of critique in more detail.  

 
First, I have found that dominant theoretical paradigms describe the world based on a binary relationship 

between the national and the global, and reduce the (im)migrant child to either a national or a global 

concern. Tribalism focuses on the national aspect of the issue while largely disregarding the other. 
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Cosmopolitanism, on the other hand, is guilty of the opposite. The tribalist paradigm represents the child 

as part of a foreign body that, if left uncontrolled, will result in the degradation of the national body it has 

entered. By this logic, the (im)migrant child must be formed to fit the new body to ensure its survival. This 

perspective, however, disregards that individuals do not always follow the expected cultural norms. In 

contrast, for the cosmopolitan paradigm, the individual body and individual expressions of culture take 

center stage. The cosmopolitan paradigm; however, can be criticized for the idea that culture can only be 

found within individual performances of culture, as this theory disregards the importance of collective 

identities. If we disregard the power of collective identities, how can we explain that the children Moinan 

interviewed in 2009 still saw themselves in relevance to a biological definition of Swedish-ness, developed 

over 80 years earlier? This critique against cosmopolitanism is particularly relevant when it comes to 

understanding the child’s identity formation, as within the national myth there is a reoccurring idea that 

shaping the nature of the child is a way to shape the collective national body. I want to suggest an 

alternative perspective, based on Levi-Strauss’s central thesis: all meaning is relational. The understanding 

of something as national is dependent on the understanding of something else as global. The understanding 

of the nation as alive is dependent on the understanding of its possible death. It is through their relationship 

that these categories become meaningful. I do not argue that this relationship is entirely fictional, as 

national and global division does reflect aspects of reality. However, from a Lévi-Straussian perspective, 

rather than ask if these categories are real, ask why is this relationship, among many others one could 

imagine, is considered meaningful? This question brings me to my second point of critique.  

 
My second point of critique is that tribalism and cosmopolitanism treat nationalism and globalization as 

categories that can be analyzed by academic standards of rationality. My argument is in many ways an 

echo of Lévi-Strauss’s (1962) critique that his contemporary colleagues analyzed myth by academic 

standards of rationality. He argued that myths must be understood as abstract representations of 

fundamental human experiences, rather than literal stories or naïve fantasies. According to Lévi-Strauss, 

we do not only speak of symbols, we speak through symbols. Therefore, one must understand the symbolic 

system the myth operates within to discern its inner rationality. I have suggested that the central symbolic 

order of the nationalist myth can be understood as follows: 

National Trancendence  Societal body Collective personhood 

Global Death Individual body  Individual personhood 

In my view, when seeing nationalism as a symbolic system, it becomes clear that when we speak of 

nationalism versus globalism, we are not simply speaking of the presence or absence of national 

boundaries. We are also speaking of existential qualities of personhood. All people experience themselves 

partly as individuals, but also as a part of the collective. Thoughts of death and transcendence are also 

universal existential experiences, commonly understood through myth. The nationalist myth is essentially 

an expression of a universal mythical theme—the desire to be one with something larger than oneself. 
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Although a common theme in myth, the particular idea of transcendence expressed in the nationalist myth 

is worth nothing, as it differs from, for example, the Christian myth of transcendence, which is an 

individual experience between oneself and God. In the nationalist myth, transcendence is a collective 

experience, reached through collective consistency—and supremacy—through time. This makes 

nationalism a powerful myth of inclusion, but also of conformity and exclusion.   

 
I believe that my work is useful for continued research in both globalization studies and children and youth 

studies. For globalization studies, the basic model I have constructed of nationalism symbolic system can 

serve as a tool to analyze the existence of mythological assumptions in discourse on migration: in for 

example, academic rhetoric, political rhetoric, education, and immigration policies. This is a utility of my 

model that I have already partly established in my use of the model to critique academic discourse on the 

(im)migrant child’s cultural identity. For children and youth studies, I believe that the symbolic 

significance of the child as a symbol of transcendence and immortality may have consequences outside 

studies of migration and nationalism. If children are primarily seen as children of the nation, and must be 

formed in its image, this has consequences for the child’s identity formation process. Furthermore, it is 

worth further pursuing what effects the idea of the child as a tool for the nation to improve its collective 

self has for how we as a society treat children and childhood. Finally it is worth further researching how 

these ideas is concretely reflected in social arenas of importance to the child, such as education and family 

life.   

 
So how is all this relevant for what happens to culture in a globalized world? Although globalization has 

had a vast impact on the function on the nation state, it has not necessarily weakened its mythology. The 

fear that foreign forces will eradicate the basis for national unity has been present since nationalism’s 

inception. The existential threat to the nation is a central part of the myth, and is not unique to the era and 

globalization. Nevertheless, globalization seems to have changed the specifics of the myth. For around 250 

years, the identifying features of Swedish-ness remained more or less constant. However, the definition of 

a Swede has changed due to a greater diversity within the population. Being Swedish is now defined by 

adhering to certain ideals rather than biological properties. Hence, in modern times we see a return to 

forms of nationalism that require moral unity as the foundation for its existence. From this point of view, 

nationalism does not seem to be disappearing—it has simply adapted to a more heterogeneous population. 

Globalization, although increasingly important in a functionalistic sense, seems yet to produce a 

mythology capable of rivaling the transcendent experience of nationalism.   
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