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SAMHÄLLSORIENTERING

• 60 hours’ tuition, the length of civic orientation courses was increased to 
100 hours in 2019. 

• Civic orientation is offered in the participants’ ‘mother tongues’ 

• Civic orientation courses contain eight compulsory parts under the 
headings of (1) Coming to Sweden, (2) Living in Sweden, (3) Supporting 
oneself and developing in Sweden, (4) The individual’s rights and 
obligations, (5) Building a family and living with children in Sweden, (6) 
Having an influence in Sweden, (7) Looking after your health in Sweden, 
and (8) Ageing in Sweden. 

• the legislation about civic orientation emphasizes that civic orientation 
should provide spaces for dialogue and reflection.

• Communicators (kommunikatörer)



DATA

• Archive of media and policy documents about language 
requirements for citizenship and civic orientation (1970-2020)

• Interviews with “key stakeholders” in civic orientation

• Ethnographic fieldnotes taken in 6 civic orientation courses (3 in 
Arabic and 3 in English) over 5-6 months

• Focus group interviews with course participants (to be completed)

• Interviews with “communicators” (to be completed)



A TRANSDISCIPLINARY FRAMEWORK 

• “Our transdisciplinary bid therefore 
also turns here into a call to SLA 
researchers: to expand their analytic 
gaze to different dimensions of social 
activity…and to think integratively.” 
(Douglas Fir Group 2016: 38)

• The relationship between civic 
orientation and classes in Swedish as a 
Second Language for adult migrants 
(SFI)

• 2 PhD projects: Simon Bauer and Samah
Ibrahim



THE CONTEXT – SWEDEN 

‘multicultural pluralist citizenship’ (Koopmans and 
Statham 1999:661); that is, a political context in which 
‘the state not only offers easy access to full social and 
political rights, but actually sponsors ethnic difference by 
recognizing immigrant groups as “ethnic minorities” with 
their own cultural rights and privileges’ (1999:661)



SWEDEN – A CITIZENSHIP PARADISE?

‘citizenship is largely vacuous of popular sentimental registers’ and ‘does not 
stir up vigorous public debate and nationalist emotions’ (Jensen et al. 
2017:618)

‘nationhood is a highly sensitive concept that politicians tend to evade because 
it is typically associated with a repertoire of ethnic symbols and sentiments’ 
(Jensen et al. 2017:618)

‘while cultivating national identity is seen as important, there is no official set of 
Swedish norms and values, because integration is believed to equally rely on 
the majority’s ability to accept and adapt to new cultures’ (Fernández and 
Jensen 2017:3; emphasis added)



AIM OF THE TALK

• to complicate the rather uniform portrayal of Sweden as an example of multicultural 
citizenship.

(1) an analysis of public discourses about Swedish language requirements for citizenship and 
their connections with discussions about the importance of knowledge of civics for newly 
arrived adult migrants; 

(2) ethnographic insights into civic orientation classes.

• with applied linguistic attention to the interconnectedness of different layers of social 
activity mediated by language,  to contribute to an understanding of the ways in 
which sovereign power, disciplinary power and biopower intersect (Foucault 1978)



CONCEPTUAL APPARATUS

• Engin Isin’s conceptualization of citizenship as status, habitus and 
acts

• Foucault’s theorization of sovereign power, disciplinary power and 
biopower

• Language ideology



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS

Citizenship constitutes a status in that it is 
understood as a form of membership in 
the (nation-)state.

Citizenship also involves the ideologies 
circulating in a specific context at a 
given time about the kinds of rights and 
duties that are involved in citizenship. 

“Representations, whether explicit or 
implicit, that construe the intersection of 
language and human beings in a social 
world…they envision and enact ties of 
language to identity, to aesthetics, to 
morality, and to epistemology”
(Woolard 1998:3, emphasis added)



CITIZENSHIP AS HABITUS

Isin’s understanding of citizenship as a set of practices of the everyday is influenced 
theoretically by 

(1) Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as ‘systems of durable, transposable dispositions … 
which generate and organize practices and representations’ (1980:53), and

(2) Foucault’s (1991) notion of governmentality as the conduct of conduct, that is, 
more or less subtle mechanisms of self-management that are internalized by 
individuals and ultimately influence their actions without them being fully aware. 



CITIZENSHIP AS ACTS

Isin’s theorization of acts of citizenship draws attention to those 
performances of dissent which happen ‘when one may be led to 
least expect it – in the nooks and crannies of everyday life, outside 
of institutionalized contexts that one ordinarily associates with 
politics’ (Besnier 2009:11). 



POWER

• Sovereign power
‘right to take life or let live’ (Foucault 1978:143)

• Disciplinary power
‘is exercised over one or more individuals in order to provide them with particular skills and attributes, to 
develop their capacity for self-control… or mould their characters’ (Hindess 1996:113)

• Biopower
‘the optimization of the life of a population … the social, cultural, environmental, economic and 
geographic conditions … the family, with housing, living and working conditions, with what we call 
‘lifestyle’ … and the standards of living (Dean 2010:119)



THESE THEORIES TOGETHER…

By complementing an analysis of public debates with the ‘blood, brick, 
and mortar of everyday life’ (Browne and Nash 2010: 6) in civic 
orientation classes, I hope to illustrate how the three sides of this 
‘triangle of power’ (Dean 2010) are not fully separate, but instead 
intersect in the ideological field of language (Swedish and migrants’ 
mother tongues) and knowledge of civics in Sweden for newly arrived 
adult migrants.



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS - 1997

On 16 January 1997, the 
Government decided to convene a 
parliamentary committee with the 
task of reviewing the 1950: 382 
Swedish Citizenship Act

“Knowledge of the Swedish language is of the 

utmost importance for everyone who is a 

permanent resident of the country…As stated 

above, the conditions for learning Swedish can 

vary greatly from immigrant to immigrant, and 

this is for reasons that the individual immigrant 

does not have control over. In the Committee's 

view, this leads to the fact that, for reasons of 

justice, it is not reasonable to impose 

requirements that those who wish to become 

Swedish citizens must have a certain degree of 

Swedish skills.” (SOU 1999:34, 313)
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CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS – 1997

• jämlikhet (equality), the right to equality of opportunities; 

• valfrihet (freedom of choice), the right of immigrants to 
choose the degree to which they wanted to preserve their 
cultural/linguistic traditions

• samverkan (partnership), collaboration between 
immigrants and Swedes.



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS – ELECTIONS 2002 AND 
2006

• The Liberal Party proposed introducing a language test for 
citizenship

• ‘Yes – to make demands is to care’ (Aftonbladet 22 June 2002)

Demand rhetoric (Milani 2007)

• ‘Sweden shall be a multicultural, tolerant and human society’ 
(Folkpartiet 2002:14)

• The proposal was not successful 



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS – 2010
DIALOGUE AND RESPECT

‘[c]ivic orientation must be characterized by equal 
treatment and respect for individual participants. […] The 
purpose of civic orientation is to strengthen participants’ 
ability to shape not only their own lives, but also participate 
in the shaping of Swedish society’ (SOU 2010:37, 18; 
emphasis added)



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS – 2010
THE ROLE OF MOTHER TONGUE

‘instruction in Swedish with the help of an interpreter 
would not provide the same opportunities for active 
participation with questions and discussion as 
instruction in the mother tongue’ (SOU 2010:37, 16).



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS - 2010

‘The spread of Islam has been quite explosive throughout Europe, 
including Sweden. We have seen that this is the fastest growing 
minority, and it is clear that we have a problem here since there is 
a widespread lack of demands in Swedish society, we do not 
demand that those who come to our country should adapt to 
Swedish society. Those who come here – we are talking about 
hundreds of thousands of people – carry with them cultures and 
values that often do not belong to Swedish society; values which, if 
we ever had them in Sweden at all, we have got rid of.’ (Jimmie 
Åkesson, Ekot)
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CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS - 2016

”It must be clear which rules apply in Sweden 

and which values should permeate our society. 

Work and self-sufficiency are what apply. Those 

who do their duty can also demand their rights. 

Sweden is a modern and free country where 

justice, equality and gender equality are central 

values. It is the result of decades of struggle, 

and we must take them forward, we will never 

back down.”



CIVIC ORIENTATION - 2018

Some of the values that characterize Sweden encompass 

equality, individual rights and duties, and a clear protection of 

children’s rights. Equality between women and men is something 

for which we have fought for a long time, and we have made 

some breakthroughs in this regard. The Minister of Employment 

Ylva Johansson says, ‘The Government wants civic orientation 

for newly arrived migrants to be more about these things.’ 

(Pressmeddelande, 15 February 2018)



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS - 2020



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS – IDEOLOGICAL SHIFT

• Read diachronically, these debates indicate a shifting 
political consensus about the relationship between 
language requirements, socio-cultural knowledge and 
citizenship as status. 

• ‘Our’ Swedish values and ‘Our’ way of living from 
anathema to mainstream



CITIZENSHIP AS STATUS AND SOVEREIGN POWER

From actively endorsing multilingualism and cultural dialogue 
between Swedes and migrants as the foundations of Swedish 
society, sovereign power, as the right to let migrants stay or expel 
them, has become increasingly predicated on the condition that 
migrants demonstrate knowledge of a particular language, 
Swedish, and what is constructed as a singular national culture 
and its values.



DATA

• A course in civic orientation (February-June 2020) (project assistant - Simon 
Bauer). 

• The course was taught in Arabic 

• Eight different communicators of Syrian, Iraqi and Palestinian origin. 

• Three of them were women and five men, 

• All with completed higher education and bilingual Arabic/Swedish. 

• 19 participating migrants, from a number of Arab countries, who had lived in 
Sweden for periods from a few months to seven years.



FOOD

‘Iraqi cuisine is not healthy. They drink a lot of sweet tea, eat rice 
with bread – carbohydrate with carbohydrate – and eat a lot of 
red meat. That is not healthy.’ (Fieldnotes April 2020)

 Biopower ‘steering the general behaviour, stimulating the tendencies and 
governing of how life is reproduced, and how productive society is. It is a 
power that is trying to improve the quality of life of its members, their 
cooperative ability as well as other qualities of the population.’ (Baaz et al. 
2017:53)



“EAT BREAD WITH EVERY MEAL, PREFERABLY 
WHOLEMEAL BREAD”

‘Saeed says that this also includes bread, and 

that Arabic bread is not healthy, but that 

wholemeal bread is. The participants Israa’ and 

Fouad say that they eat both Arabic bread and 

wholemeal bread at Iftar during Ramadan. The 

participant Sabah tell the others that she used to 

eat Palestinian or Syrian bread, but that her 

husband had bought Swedish wholemeal bread 

for their house and that she liked it a lot. Saeed 

say that he eats a lot of wholemeal.’ (Fieldnotes

April 2020)



CIVIC ORIENTATION AND DRINKING HABITS

‘It is important to drink 

water all year round in 

Sweden, even if it is cold 

in the winter, around 2-3 

liters per day’ (Fieldnotes, 

April 2020)



THE INTERSECTIONS OF DISCIPLINARY POWER 
AND BIOPOWER

the biopolitical incitement to eat wholemeal bread and fruit goes 
hand in hand with more overt disciplinary admonitions against 
unhealthy food choices: white bread, rice and pastries. 

a dichotomy is created between what counts as ‘normal’ 
wholesome conduct, on the one hand, and deviant, harmful eating, 
on the other.



SWEDISH NORMS AND GOVERNMENTALITY

We certainly do not dispute the nutritional value of wholemeal bread or the 
importance of drinking water. Yet whether wholemeal bread and hydration really
contribute to one’s wellbeing is ultimately beside the point. 

What is important for the purpose of this presentation is that civic orientation and the 
integration it advocates are not just about making migrants aware of different laws 
and regulations in Sweden, 

Adult migrants are treated like children who are assumed not to know, and therefore 
to need to be taught, what is best for them. 

They are encouraged to undergo an internal overhaul, abandoning their unhealthy 
habituses, changing their routines, eating and drinking differently, and adopting a 
different lifestyle through which they can become healthy ‘Swedish’ citizens.



“WHERE THERE IS POWER THERE IS RESISTANCE” 
(FOUCAULT 1978, 95-96)

• Whether intentional or not, these embodied acts are similar to 
those ‘weapons of the poor’ that ‘require little or no coordination 
or planning’, making ‘use of implicit understandings’ (Scott 
1985:xvi). 

• These acts might not use overt verbal confrontation, but are 
nonetheless disobedient in ‘refusing to participate in self-
disciplinary practices, which normalise subjects according to the 
norm’ (Lilja and Vinthagen 2017:122).



CONCLUSIONS

• everyday citizenship as a dynamic process through which 
individuals are ‘gradually, progressively, really and materially 
constituted through a multiplicity of organisms, forces, energies, 
materials, desires, thoughts, etc.’ (Foucault 1980:97)



CONCLUSIONS Sweden is undergoing a major language ideological shift from 

the official endorsement of multilingualism and multicultural 

dialogue to the active promotion of a monolingual and 

monocultural Swedish norm 

Arabic is a conduit of disciplinary and biopolitical power through 

which migrants are socialized into a specific habitus so they can 

behave in particular ways and thus become good Swedish citizens

Organization of civic orientation -

Communicators, scripts, and the local 

implementation of national directives

Dissent of participants might ‘stop well short of outright collective 

defiance’ but trouble nonetheless the ‘forms of responsibilization’ 

(Isin 2008:39) that structure, for example, eating and drinking 

habits.



CONCLUSIONS

• complicate the clear-cut dichotomy between ‘citizens/Swedes’ and 
‘migrants/foreigners’ presented by the Sweden Democrats and 
other political parties in policy and media discourse



IF YOU WANT TO READ THE ARTICLE

https://www.tandfonline.com/
doi/full/10.1080/13621025.
2021.1968698

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2021.1968698
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