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If I Can’t Say I Am Swedish, What Am I? Freedom within Limits of 
Choosing Identity 

 
Sayaka Osanami Törngren 

 
Abstract: One in ten Swedes today is of mixed background, with parents of differing countries of origin. Despite mixed Swedes 
being an integral part of Swedish society, little is known about their experiences. Based on fourteen qualitative interviews with 
mixed Swedes who reported to be racialized as Latino, Asian, Arab, or Black, this article explores the freedom and limitations in 
asserting their ethnic and racial identity. Mixed Swedes’ experiences show that while identification is flexible and the choice to 
identify as Swedish or mixed reflects their personal decision to connect with their national, cultural, and ethnic background, 
they cannot choose whether or how they will be racialized or racially categorized by others. 
 
 
Keywords: mixed identity, multiracial identity, race, Sweden, racialization 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Introduction 

 
One in ten Swedes has a mixed background, i.e., has parents from different countries of birth or 
grew up with two or more cultures. According to Statistics Sweden, we are almost one million in 
that group, and we are becoming more numerous … each year. But who are we, and what are our 
experiences?1  
 

In summer 2021, Nicole Gustafsson and Mysia Englund, two journalists of mixed background, conducted 
and published a series of interviews highlighting the voices of mixed Swedish individuals. The list at the 
end of the series where readers who self-identify as mixed can briefly (up to 220 characters) share their 
stories is growing, and now more than five hundred persons have reported their multiracial and 
multiethnic identity. 

Sweden today is a country with racial and ethnic diversity that is comparable to the United States. 
Of the total population, 20 percent are foreign-born and approximately 8 percent are second-generation 
Swedes, with two foreign-born parents.2 After the 1980s, when a growing proportion of immigrants came 
from outside Europe, especially MENA (Middle Eastern and North African) regions, seeking asylum in 
Sweden, the racial and ethnic landscape of the country began to change noticeably. This newly arising 
racial and ethnic diversity has brought about opportunities for partnerships across national, racial, ethnic, 
and religious boundaries. Based on the countries of origin of the parents, in 2020, 8 percent of the total 
population of ten million living in Sweden were “first-generation mixed” children of binational unions, 
with a Swedish-born and a foreign-born parent.3 

Despite the growing number of mixed persons in Sweden, research on mixed identities is limited. 
This article explores mixed identity, especially focusing on those who can be defined as “first-generation 
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multiracial.”4 Based on fourteen qualitative interviews, the article examines the gap my subjects experience 
between their self-claimed and assigned identities and highlights the constraints they encounter in their 
claim to be Swedish. The analysis shows that the idea of “being Swedish” is contested and that 
identification as mixed is becoming more accepted among mixed Swedes; however, flexibility in 
identification is limited through a rigid practice of racial appraisal. Mixed Swedes’ experiences demonstrate 
that while identification as Swedish or mixed reflects their personal decision to connect with their cultural 
and ethnic background, they cannot choose whether or how they are racialized or racially categorized by 
others within a society structured by racial ideas. 

This article contributes to the growing field of global mixed race studies. First, this study deepens 
our understanding of the life experiences of first-generation mixed persons, a population that is increasing 
not only in Sweden but also in such places as the US due to continuous international migration.5 First-
generation mixed persons often have transnational connections to their parental country of origin and its 
culture, which may influence the fluidity of their identification depending on context. Second, the article 
explores mixed experience in Sweden, a “post-racial” society where the word “race” has been erased from 
public and political discourse. Mixed Swedes’ experiences of having their claims to Swedish identity 
questioned highlight how visual cues play a role in drawing the boundaries of who is ascribed as Swedish 
and how the boundaries are maintained through racialization, in other words, how race matters in Sweden. 

 
Identifications and Categorizations in “Post-racial” Sweden 

In Sweden the racially and ethnically diverse population is managed through a post-racial and 
color-blind ideal. In 2009, Sweden deleted the term “race” from the Discrimination Act, and in 2014 the 
government announced the erasure of the term from all legislation.6 These decisions reflect a post-racial 
aspiration based on a misconception that the word “race” gives legitimacy to racist beliefs stressing the 
biological reality of race.7 Instead of race (which functions as a categorization mechanism for maintaining 
privilege and structure for certain groups), the term “ethnicity” (which centers on a sense of belonging and 
inclusion) is primarily chosen by a group or individuals within a group and is predominantly used in 
Sweden.8 

Due to the post-racial and color-blind racial attitudes and policies in Sweden, systematic data with 
self-reported or assigned information on race and ethnicity of individuals are unavailable.9 An individual’s 
country of birth, parental country of origin, and citizenship gathered by Statistics Sweden become proxy 
for ethnicity, and Sweden’s population is often divided into two categories in the official statistics and 
social analysis: those with a Swedish background and those with a foreign background. A person of 
“Swedish background” is defined as someone born in Sweden with one or two parents also born in 
Sweden, while a person of “foreign background” is defined as someone born outside of Sweden or born in 
Sweden with two foreign-born parents.10 Based on “the either/or logic” of a singular identity, “first-
generation multiracials,” Swedish-born mixed persons with one parent born in Sweden and one outside of 
Sweden, or those who are “2.5 generation” and have two Swedish-born parents but with different ethnic 
and racial backgrounds, are incorporated into the category of Swedish background.11 The lack of data on 
race and ethnicity makes it impossible to determine the exact numbers of persons who are mixed and 
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identify as multiracial or multiethnic. Moreover, parental countries of origin and citizenship may not 
reflect how children identify with their cultural groups and heritage. 

The reality of Sweden is far from color-blind. Phenotypes and other visibilities function to 
maintain the norm of what it means to be Swedish, rendering Whiteness the defining power in the 
relational conditions of raciality.12 Researchers illustrate how “immigrant” identities in Sweden develop 
through interaction and contact with the majority society, through which they become aware of not being 
White.13 As Swedes are socialized through racialization, the word “Swedish” excludes those who have an 
“immigrant background” and are non-White, leading to “the extension of racial meaning to a previously 
racially unclassified social relationship, social practice or group.”14 Whiteness indeed has functioned as a 
boundary that maintains the structural privileges and power of the majority throughout Swedish history.15 

The majority of studies on mixed identities have been conducted in English-speaking countries, 
although there has been a significant increase in literature on mixedness across continents.16 Even with the 
array of research conducted, identity processes of mixed individuals are still unclear, especially in the 
European context. An increased presence of mixed people is celebrated as a sign of a new era 
“destabilizing” and “blurring” racial and ethnic boundaries.17 Indeed, growth of mixed populations should 
be celebrated in racially stratified societies, because mixed marriages are signs of fewer social and legal 
sanctions for such unions.18 However, this growth does not necessarily mean that race and racial 
identification have less significance. Ann Morning argues that today individuals can make racial and ethnic 
identity claims on various bases, such as genetic, cosmetic, emotive, or constructed.19 Nevertheless, 
exploration of how the mixed population’s “self-image” meets “public image” reminds us of the structural 
constraints that individuals experience, despite individual interactions, identifications, and affinities across 
racial and ethnic groups.20 Individuals’ claims to identity relative to race and ethnicity are not always 
validated—the ability to claim one’s own ethnic identity and have that claim validated because of 
racialization and racial appraisals based on phenotypes.21 

Research across different contexts highlights that those persons of mixed background experience 
an “identity mismatch” between their self-identification and externally assigned identification.22 Moreover, 
they may face discrimination and racialization in the society of their birth.23 Mixed persons may experience 
an incongruence between their own racial and ethnic identification and what others perceive them to be 
due to racialization.24 

The limited research that exists on mixed persons in Sweden indicates that they may experience 
different kinds of discrimination and disadvantages, and that they need to maneuver within the White 
racial norm.25 The binary of Swedish/immigrant can be understood as parallel to the Black/White binary 
that exists in other contexts, such as the US, which constrains the diversity identification. This binary is 
evident when famous figures, such as Jason Timbuktu Diakité (African American Swedish), Johannes 
Anyuru (Ugandan Swedish), or Jonas Hassen Khemiri (Tunisian Swedish), whose backgrounds as mixed 
persons are well known and who publicly share their personal experiences on racialization, are ascribed 
with immigrant male images.26 In Sweden public advocacy and awareness equivalent to a “multiracial,” 
“multiethnic,” or “mixed” movement are lacking, which may limit mixed Swedes’ possibilities to identify 
themselves and contest the existing binary.27 
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Methodology and Data 
 

From August 2018 to January 2019, I conducted twenty-one semi-structured interviews with 
mixed Swedes. The following analysis focuses on fourteen interviewees whom I identify as multiracial 
mixed.28 They all have at least one foreign-born parent who is not Swedish ethnically and who self-
reported to belong to a racialized group, such as Latino, MENA, Black, or Asian. All interviewees self-
identified as mixed when they responded to an interviewee recruitment advertisement on social media and 
the university network, in which being mixed was defined as having “one Swedish parent and one parent 
of a foreign background or [who] is not a Swedish citizen” and the place of upbringing being 
predominantly in Sweden. Interviews were conducted in Swedish face to face or via Facetime. The 
transcriptions were translated from Swedish to English, and the names that appear in this article are 
pseudonyms. Below is a list of the interviewees and their parental countries of origin. Racial background is 
specified in the analysis only if interviewees mentioned it; however, most interviewees referred to their 
parents and their mixed background by their parental country of origin, reflecting the administrative 
practice of Sweden. 

 
Table 1. List of interviewees  
Name Age Father Mother Self-identification Ascribed 

identification 
Adam 27 Argentinian Swedish Jewish Latino 

(Sephardi) 
Swedish 

Agnes 22 Latino Swedish Swedish, “halfie” or mixed Swedish 
Edvin 31 French Korean adoptee non-categorical term non-Swedish 
Elise 24 Swedish Tanzanian Swedish, Swedish 

Ethiopian 
non-Swedish 

Eman 26 Moroccan Swedish Swedish and Moroccan Arabic 
Eri 31 Japanese Swedish half Japanese and half 

Swedish 
non-Swedish, non-
White 

Felicia 25 Cuban Finnish non-categorical term Cuban 
Ines 28 Argentinian Swedish Swedish Argentinian Swedish 
Jennifer 33 Chinese Malay Swedish Finnish Swedish, mixed, half Asian  Asian 
Mari 26 Japanese Swedish half Japanese Asian, Japanese 
Mina 23 Swedish Japanese Swedish, Japanese Swedish non-White 
Nills 27 Japanese Swedish Swedish Swedish 
Sana 33 Japanese Swedish mixed Asian, non-White 
Tova 26 Finnish adoptee Indian adoptee Swedish Indian 
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Analysis 
 

As seen in the table, it is clear my interviewees self-identify in diverse ways. As Maria P. P. Root 
states in her “Bill of Rights for Racially Mixed Heritage,” mixed Swedes communicate their identities with 
flexibility and freedom, selecting terms that are both within and outside of existing racial dichotomies.29 
Self-identification does not match what others ascribe to them, typically based on the binaries of 
Swedish/immigrant, White/non-White, and other racialized terms. Below I analyze the constraints and 
advantages my mixed interviewees have experienced when asserting their identities. 
 
Being Questioned 

 
Many of the fourteen interviewees self-identify as Swedish (or partly as Swedish), because of their 

ethnic, cultural, and national belonging. However, they experience racialization due to their non-White 
phenotype and their claims to Swedish identity are constantly questioned. Elise carefully characterized 
herself as “racially and biologically 50-50: Swedish and Ethiopian.” 

 
Because despite everything, it feels like it is not possible [to be accepted as Swedish]. I know that if 
I say so [Swedish], they [people] will say otherwise [that I am not].… At the same time, if I can’t 
say that, what else am I? 

 
She added, “It is quite confusing because it is such a contradiction that one sees oneself in one way, and 
then it is pointed out that you are not.… It gets strange to handle.”30 

Tova resolutely identifies as Swedish, although she constantly gets questioned. When asked how 
she self-identifies, she answered, “Swedish. Yes. I feel that it’s quite easy to say so; meanwhile, it is hard to 
have to defend it so often.” But due to her physical appearance, she is always seen as Indian. She explained 
what her self-identification as Swedish means to her. 

Swedish is my native language. I do not speak any other languages. I was born here. None of my 
parents speak any other languages other than Swedish, although none of them were born in 
Sweden. There are different definitions on the basis [of what it means to be Swedish]. Some think 
that one must be born in Sweden, some think that your parents must be born in Sweden, some 
think that one must be able to speak the language, or some say that it is just to have a passport. I 
feel that I can check off the majority [of these things], but not all. Some think that you must look 
Swedish, which I may not, but I think I look Swedish in my definition of Swedish.31 

 
Similarly, Sana (Japanese Swedish) also recognizes the fixed idea of Swedish as White: “it gets much 

more complicated for me when I say that I am Swedish. Then I have to have a much longer conversation 
about it.” She described herself as “mixed” and sometimes “Japanese Swedish.” Like others, Sana views her 
cultural identity as Swedish in terms of language, values, and other cultural grounds. She sees this as her 
privilege, being “White.” At the same time, she said that despite her father and her not being close due to 
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her parents’ divorce, she cannot deny the intergenerational transmission of culture and attachment to 
Japan. She also is aware of her need to navigate the racialized categories that exist in Sweden, such as 
“immigrant” or “adoptee”: 

I’m not an immigrant. I’m not [transnationally] adopted either. There are such clear identity 
categories that I do not belong to. What am I then? I am perhaps some kind of a White person 
because I still have the attributes. I have the culture.32  

 
Identification as Mixed 

 
Many of my interviewees self-identify as mixed but in different ways and self-identify as Swedish 

through national belonging; however, their mixed identity is not validated and accepted by others as a 
meaningful category.33 Despite being questioned, they continue to assert their mixed identity for different 
reasons. 

Jennifer (Chinese Malay, Swedish Finnish) is accustomed to people asking her, “Where are you 
from?” and understands that she gets this question because people see her more as “Asian” than as mixed. 
Despite her being racialized as Asian, her identity is flexible. For her, identity is strongly tied to her own 
feelings and connections, and not to others’ identifications of her. Asserting mixed identity means 
contesting the idea of Swedish identity as White identity. She self-identifies as mixed and Swedish to 
contest the existing binary identification in Sweden. 

I usually describe myself as mixed in some way. I can sometimes say “half Asian,” but then there 
will be a long explanation. I’m half Asian, my dad comes from there, my mother comes from there, 
and I was born in Sweden. I know that when I was younger, it was very important that I was born 
in Sweden. It was my identity. I have always felt that I am Swedish to a larger extent. Although I 
don’t look Swedish and maybe not everyone sees me as Swedish, but I myself have felt very 
Swedish.34 

 
A similar kind of flexibility in self-identification is seen in Eri’s story. Eri said that she is “non-

White” in Sweden because she constantly is reminded that she is “not White.” She thinks the easiest way 
for her to identify herself is “half Japanese and half Swedish.” In her interview, she was clear that she does 
not “pick a side” or position or incline herself to either side of her parental origin.35 This claim can be 
understood as asserting that you can be non-White and Swedish. 

Contrary to Jennifer and Eri, Eman’s (Moroccan Swedish) assertion of mixed identity with 
reference to his parental origins (Swedish mother and Moroccan father) is based on not only his 
attachment to Moroccan ethnicity and culture but also his experiences of being racialized. He stated that 
he cannot pass as Swedish and is ascribed as an “Arab.” 

 
I think it is others who help me, other people and not me, who help me to clarify, other 
people who emphasize the national identity more than I do myself. That is why I think of my 
national identity because it is obvious that this is what people think of.36 
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Eman’s words reflect how experiences of racialization and stereotypes affect and form identification 
choices. The binary of Swedish/not Swedish is imposed on mixed persons, constraining their claims to be 
Swedish and mixed. 

Mari (Japanese Swedish) self-identifies as “half Japanese.” Similar to Eman, Mari explained that it 
has always been important for her to point out that she is of Japanese parentage, but her identification as 
half Japanese also comes from her experiences of racialization, constantly being referred to as “that 
Japanese girl.” She contests the either/or thinking, expressing her wish not to be categorized as one or the 
other: “Being tied to just one thing—it is a suppression which I may not be really happy about.… I want to 
be me. I do not want to be tied to any single category.” She expressed her frustration toward how others 
ascribe her racialized categories, expectations, and stereotypes around the idea of being Japanese. “You just 
want to be [yourself]. Can’t you just get away from what people identify you as?”37 

Mina (Japanese Swedish) self-identifies as Japanese or Japanese Swedish in situations where people 
are “non-White.” In front of a “Swedish and White” person she does not feel comfortable saying that she is 
Japanese. The existing idea of Swedish as a White racial category constrains her claim to be Swedish. 

 
It is so tense. In Sweden, it is so clear that I am Japanese because I do not fit in and because I am 
not White. But then, personally and absolutely I myself think I am more Swedish than Japanese. 
 

Later she noted, “If I then say that I am half Japanese, then it is suddenly, ‘Oh, okay, you are not a real 
Japanese—a full Japanese.’”38 She feels constrained in claiming Swedish and Japanese identities for 
different reasons. She avoids self-identifying as Japanese Swedish because she feels she risks being 
stereotyped and racialized, and at the same time, she wants to avoid her authenticity as Japanese and her 
knowledge about Japan being questioned and overruled in the majority White Swedish context. She is 
clearly positioned in a racial hierarchy where Whiteness is at the top. 

How race functions as a mechanism excluding individuals from claiming Swedish identity is also 
clear in Ines’s experience. She passes as Swedish phenotypically and is ascribed Swedish identity, despite 
self-identifying as mixed, as “both Swedish and Argentinian.” Once Ines’s last name becomes visible, she is 
racialized and excluded from the idea of Swedish. She has been told, “I didn’t know that you are not 
Swedish.” 

 
I have a Swedish first name, and then I have a double last name—an Argentinian and a Swedish 
surname. And it is really about drawing a boundary directly when I meet people in a context where 
my name is directly [visible] as soon as I introduce myself. I am very quickly reminded of my 
background and my parentage and where I come from, why my name is my name, and I get a lot 
of comments about it. Then there are many who get confused and say, ‘Oh when I saw you, I 
thought you were Swedish.’” 
 

People do not accept her as being “completely Swedish” once her name is revealed: “[My name] comes up 
directly, and then I am not given a chance to say how people should treat me before they realize that I have 
Latin American ancestry.”39 
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Racial Passing 
 

Racial passing can be a strategic choice to gain privileges of the majority, but for the mixed Swedes 
who were interviewed, passing was neither their choice nor something they had control over. Passing as 
Swedish was addressed as a practice of others ascribing them with a Swedish identity, contrary to how they 
self-identified. This might be more appropriately referred to as “Swedish-passing” in the same way “White-
passing” or “White-assumed” differs from passing for White. The latter is by choice; the former is not. 
And, in this case, White-passing and Swedish-passing may, in fact, be thought of as synonymous given that 
the Swedish body is always assumed as and synonymous with White.40 For a couple of interviewees this 
meant that they felt misrecognized, which resonates with previous studies in other contexts.41 

Nills (Japanese Swedish) explained that his self-image is “White” and “Swedish” due to his 
upbringing in Swedish White suburbia. He also believes and assumes that others see him as Swedish, that 
he can pass as Swedish, because he is never asked where he is from. If asked what he is, “half Japanese” 
would be a perfect answer, he noted, because “my Japanese part is, at best, half” due to the limited 
connections to Japan (his parents divorced when he was young) and understanding of culture and 
language.42 For Nills, being ascribed as Swedish does not cause any racial dissonance or major feelings of 
misrecognition; he himself feels at best “half Japanese” and has never experienced being questioned about 
his Swedish identity. 

However, for Adam and Agnes, passing entails a disconnect between their personal and ascribed 
identifications. Adam (Argentinian Swedish) strongly self-identifies as Sephardi, Jewish, and Latino, and 
not as Swedish even though he is Swedish-passing (or “White-assumed”), that is, able to pass as a Swede. 
He noted that people think that it is “obvious” he is a Swede, which can be assumed that phenotypically he 
is ascribed as White. People are surprised to find out he is of a mixed background. He shared how he 
embodies the history of discrimination in Latin America based on Judaism and the oddness he feels about 
being excluded from the category “Latino” in Sweden. When asked how he wants to be seen by others, he 
articulated clearly: 

 
I want, firstly, to be seen as Sephardi and as Latino. They are the two identities that exist 
simultaneously.… Swedish has been something that—I have never fought to be seen as Swedish, 
but I have always struggled not to be seen as Swedish.43 
 
While Adam’s identification is based on how he feels, Agnes’s (Latino Swedish) is more influenced 

by what others see her as, which she views as a constraint in claiming her Latina identity. Agnes feels that 
she does not have the power to say she is a Latina for different reasons despite her Latino name, 
transnational ties, cultural proximity, and language ability. Agnes can pass as Swedish, and she believes this 
makes her identification as Latina complicated: “Appearance-wise, I’m very White-passing, and that is 
exactly what has led me to have a complex feeling.”44 Her Latina identity is not validated by others, given 
that she can pass as White and Swedish, and she often finds herself in a predominantly White middle-class 
environment. She believes that not coming from “the hood” (orten) has affected how she can act and 
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identify herself as Latina. In her perspective, her middle-class status, which reflects White Swedishness, 
invalidates her Latina identity.  
 
Being Transcendent 

 
Edvin (French Korean adoptee Swedish) and Felicia (Cuban Finnish) self-identify completely 

outside of racial, ethnic, and national terms. Their identification resonates with studies that show 
superordinate identity as “human” or a “world citizen,” challenging the validity of racial structures.45 They 
experience constant racialization and impossibility of passing as “Swedish.” Edvin avoids any national, 
ethnic, and racial reference and only claims that he is from the West Coast of Sweden. Because of constant 
racialization, he understands the category “Swedish” as being White, which he is not, and the ways this 
limits his identification as Swedish. 

 
Just because they say “Swedish,” that I am not Swedish, I have never seen myself as Swedish. In 
other contexts, when I have become closer to these people, then they say, “I see you as Swedish.” 
And it’s like that, see me [as Swedish], what?46 
 
Felicia has internalized racialization and acted on the stereotypes attributed to her as a “Cuban” 

when she was younger to make it “easier for everybody.” She was never treated as Swedish but always as 
Cuban, “brown” and “not White.” Today she self-identifies as “global” and maintains a distance between 
her self-identification and racial ascription simply as constructed: “Sure, you can put me in a box, but you 
will never understand who I am.” 

 
It was all the time, “Where are you from?” Then I started with a new strategy, and I say “Finland.” 
“Okay,” they say, but they can’t digest it. There must be something more. Cuba! It’s a relief. Yes, 
there! Of course! Okay, I understand [why people see it that way], but I see myself as part of the 
world, and I am myself. I am [me]. You do not need to put me into boxes.47 
 

Conclusions 
 

In this article, based on fourteen interviews, I explore mixed Swedes’ self-identification and 
experiences in claiming their identities. The article focuses on those who can be identified as “first-
generation multiracial” who reported to be racialized as Latino, Arab, Black, or Asian. Their stories show 
how they express and negotiate their identities within and outside of the dichotomous identification of 
Swedish/immigrant and White/non-White. There is an emergence of more flexible and neither/nor 
identification reflected in “both/and” terms or identification as “mixed.” Self-identification as Swedish 
shows that mixed Swedes personally identify as Swedish in terms of nationality and cultural belonging in 
Sweden, which resonates with previous studies.48 The interviewees’ experiences suggest that the choice to 
identify as Swedish or mixed is not a fixed and objective state of identity but rather fluid and contextual.49 
As I have argued elsewhere, mixed Swedes’ identifications are beyond the traditional either/or thinking 
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based on the prevailing idea of ancestry and Whiteness. The choices invoke different associations and 
expectations that are associated with identification, which may have consequences for one’s actions and 
associations with others.50 Therefore, mixed Swedes identify differently depending on context and time 
period. 

However, the practice of ascription in the binary way of thinking remains strong in Sweden as in 
other contexts where racial categorization and hierarchy is maintained.51 The fourteen interviewees’ stories 
clearly illustrate that although they may claim identities that are outside of the racialized binary, other 
people’s appraisals remain fixed with the either/or binary logic based on racialization. Their experiences 
confirm previous studies on how Whiteness defines who can and cannot be called Swedish.52 Feelings of 
alienation and misrecognition echo studies on mixed identity in different contexts.53 Those who are 
White-assumed are ascribed a Swedish identity despite their personal identification as mixed, which leads 
to feelings of misrecognition. 

As Wendy D. Roth claims, if classification norms remain relatively fixed, the disparity between 
self-identification and identification by others will increase.54 Different responses can be seen in how the 
interviewees counter their experiences of being questioned about their claims to identities and feeling a gap 
in their self-identification and reflected appraisal, as suggested in previous studies.55 Assertion of 
identification as mixed is one of the ways some of the interviewees contested the dichotomized 
identification and transcended racial, ethnic, and national identification.56 At the same time, claiming to 
be Swedish can be understood not as catering to the dichotomized either/or logic based on Whiteness but 
as actively redefining and challenging the boundary of what it means to be Swedish, a rejection of the idea 
of Swedish as a White racial category. As Rogers Brubaker argues, when identifying with selected parental 
categories shifts to simply identifying as “multiracial” or “mixed” without a core identification with any 
ethno-racial categories, it destabilizes the practice of categorizing the population.57 This calls for attention 
in observing how flexibility in identification may or may not lead to the redrawing of boundaries of 
Swedishness. 

As I have argued elsewhere, mixed Swedes’ experiences call for a need to further address the 
meaning of Whiteness, race, and the racialization process in Sweden.58 Mixed persons occupy positions 
that challenge the dichotomy of “Swedish” and “immigrant” and thus provide valuable insights into the 
process of racial appraisals and identification in Sweden. Mixed Swedes cannot always choose whether or 
how they will be racialized or racially categorized by others. While the White Swedish majority society 
maintains a color-blind and post-racial approach, the interviewees are race conscious. They addressed how 
they were positioned in the racialized hierarchy, referring to their skin color, phenotype, and racial 
belonging. They know that race matters because they experience racialization and exclusion. The 
interviewees’ experiences reflect the process of how racial hierarchy is maintained through racialization and 
the ascriptions of identity based on their phenotype, policing, and socialization into what it means to be 
identified as Swedish. 
 
 
Notes 

 
  1 Gustafsson and Englund, “Mix.” All translations by author. 
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accessed January 15, 2022,  
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