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Open society. Closed society? The example of Sweden

The Swedish immigration policy has been one of the most liberal ones in Europe, resulting in a high percentage of ethnically non-Swedish inhabitancy. How has the multicultural environment influenced the Swedish youth? Does openness predispose openness? Or vice versa?
Fredrik Hertzberg, PhD – Stockholm University

I am honoured to be invited to Estonia and being given the possibility to open a discussion on an issue which is of great interest to me, as a researcher and as a citizen. And it is very flattering for me, to speak about Swedish policy from the perspective of the “good example”. In the presentation of my contribution, it is said that Swedish immigration policy has a reputation for being among the most liberal ones in Europe. Still, this policy is not only a matter of being liberal. For a long time, it was also an expression of self-interest. There was a shortage of manpower within Swedish industry, and migrant labour was considerer to be the solution to this problem. 

Nevertheless, the multicultural policy that was adapted in the middle of the 70’ies could definitively be labelled as liberal or even progressive, in an international comparison. As a second disclaimer, though, it must be said that it is not all self-evident that the development of a multicultural society follows by implication from the implementation of a multicultural policy. We do know that Sweden has become multiethnic, but we don’t know for sure whether Swedish society really can meet the standards for recognition of “the Other” (and her/his ways of living) that is implied in the ethics of multicultural political philosophy. 
There is some evidence that the cleavage between “us and them” which was articulated in ethno-nationalist discourses from the heydays of early nationalism still influence many official and semi-official social settings in present day Sweden. Different expressions of direct or indirect ethnic discrimination are a part of the every-day life of many immigrants living in Sweden. 
It has also to be pointed out, that although official Swedish policy in immigration and integration has been multicultural, the Swedish society in itself has not been multicultural in the way that is discussed here. During the sixties, seventies and eighties, a large number of Swedish youth grew up in an environment which hardly could be described as multicultural, let alone multiethnic. During the first decades of immigration, most immigrants settled in a limited number of places; in big cities such as cities Stockholm, Malmo and Gothenburg, or a number of smaller industrial towns. Outside those places, it was almost as immigration didn’t exist. For the people living there, the experience of interacting with an immigrant was not really a part of the everyday life, and the phenomenon called “the multicultural society” was primarily associated with the urbanity of Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. 

Disclaimers aside, I will now turn to the question which is addressed by the organizers of the conference: how has the multicultural environment influenced Swedish youth? What can be said about migration, multiculturalism and its impact of non-migrant youth? 

As a first part of the answer, I would like to present and highlight some findings from recent surveys that describe the attitudes towards migration, migrants and the diversity of cultures and religions prevalent in present Sweden. Those findings are collected from a study which is called “the diversity barometer”. The diversity barometer conducted annually at the department of Sociology at Uppsala University; the most recent ones were executed in the charge of Orlando Mella and Irving Palm. 

The general, overall picture is that Swedes has relatively positive experiences of and attitudes towards migration and migrants. The numbers for 2005, 2006 and 2007 are more or less identical. More than 60 % of the population had good or very good experiences of working, studying or in other ways interacting with persons with immigrant background. No more than 14 % had negative or very negative experiences, and just above 20 % claim that they have no experiences of this specific kind of interaction. The experiences are not randomly distributed in the population. A number of demographic or social factors have an effect: there is a positive correlation between level of education, sex and the experiences concerned. The data shows data women and highly educated are more positive. The more educated a person were, the more positive his or her experiences were. But there are no significant findings when it comes to age; the differences are too small. 

The attitudes to diversity were also put under scrutiny in this survey study. In the survey, the respondents had to take up a position towards a number of statements. Some of the were positive, such as “the society should provide possibilities for migrants to maintain their cultural traditions”, “immigrant must be given the same rights as inhabitants of the host country”, “it is good thing if migrants keep their native language, and teach their children about it”. Others were expressed negatively, such as “foreigners come to Sweden in order to exploit the welfare system” or “the less you have to take notice of immigrants, the better”. 

An index was constructed on the basis on those negative and positive attitudes, as a measure for the general attitude towards diversity. The attitudes weren’t randomly distributed either. Social and demographic factors such as age, sex, and education had a significant influence. The answers clustered so that three different positions appeared: a very negative attitude, an “in-between” attitude and a very positive attitude. In the first group, older people and those with primary education was over-represented. In the second group, men, middle-aged and those with secondary education was over-represented. In the third group, women and those with tertiary education and youth were over-represented. Young people (that is, between 18 and 30) were over-represented in the category which expressed very positive attitude towards multicultural diversity. Thus, the younger generation was more benevolent than older generations to the imperatives inherent in multicultural policy. 
Evidently, three Swedes out of four have positive experiences from interaction with people labelled as immigrants. And the attitude among young Swedes towards issues of diversity and multiculturalism seems to be more positive, than among older generations. Still, this is not the whole picture. There is some research that also reports the incidence of Intolerance towards minority groups – which may manifest itself in such forms as discrimination, harassment, insults, threats and physical violence. And needless to say, those manifestations constitute in itself a serious problem. There are occurrences of racism in Sweden today. Openness does not predispose a general openness. So, what could be said about those young people that adopt racist worldviews, and oppose diversity, multiculturalism and the continuance of immigration? 

Some years ago, the Living History Forum, a Swedish governmental organisation aiming to spread knowledge and generate involvement on issues of tolerance and diversity, presented a report called “Intolerance”. Its subtitle described its object of study – “anti-Semitic, homophobic, islamophobic and anti-immigrant tendencies among young people”. In this study, the authors found that the prevalence of anti-Semitic, homophobic, islamophobic and anti-immigrant attitudes correlated with certain social and psychological factors. Systematic differences were found in several different areas between the youths reporting a low level of intolerance and those who don’t. 
The authors, Jonas Ring and Scarlett Morgenthau, found out that a high level of intolerance to some extent tends to be associated with low levels of educational achievement and social class among parents, certain individual level and emotional factors such as restlessness, aggressiveness and a lack of empathy, poor school performance and adjustment to school. Moreover, certain types of problematic family situation such as low levels of parental knowledge as to the youths socialisation patterns, was found in this group, as well as stereotypical gender norms (i.e. slightly male chauvinist attitudes), feelings of not being accepted by the society, frequently associating with friends during the evening, often in a group, and also associating with a couple of older friends more often than the average. 
The findings from the survey conducted by Living History Forum correspond relatively well with the picture of intolerant and xenophobic youth presented in studies that have employed other methods to study the characteristics and conditions associated with such young people. Nor do they contradict the idea that certain conditions, among which school failure assumes a relatively central position, constitute part of a process that involves youths tending to become more receptive to extreme nationalistic and xenophobic opinions. 
Obviously, frequent association with older friends, often during evenings and out of sight from the parental generation, combined with a desire to give full expression of a chauvinist and slightly violent masculinity, gives us some reason to fear that the intolerant attitudes discussed here might evolve to the outbreak of violence and/or involvement with violent right-wing extremist groups. 
For certain youths who find it difficult in school or who have other kinds of problems, adopting the specific style and the opinions found in xenophobic groups may constitute an alternative means of acquiring status and creating an identity. This does not exclude the possibility that the xenophobic and racist underground culture may for various reasons exercise such a strong attraction for other youths, who do not suffer from problems of this kind, that they are drawn towards it. 
So, in order, to conclude: what can be said about this? First of all, it seems like the relatively liberal multicultural policy that has being implemented in Sweden for at least three decades to a certain extent has been successful, at least in the sense that is has fostered a relatively open and tolerant attitude towards the diversity of the multiethnic society. 
Nevertheless, some young people strongly disagree to the idea of recognizing the rights of immigrants and the imperatives, an idea implied in the ethics of multicultural political policy. And when we take into consideration the social composition of the group that expressed intolerant attitudes, we realize that the issue at hand not only is a matter of attitudes, it is also a social problem or a social dilemma, which we are facing. It is not only a matter of attitude; it is also a matter of class. If the young persons in category “embracing intolerant opinions” go on with their lives along the trajectory they just entered, it is probable that many of the will end up in position on the margins of the labour market and society. Thus, it seems like that an ambition to promote an open and multicultural society also should include the objective to prevent exclusion and alienation among youth from underprivileged groups. 
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