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ABSTRACT  

Sweden is often referred to as the most secularised country in the world. The disestablishment 

of the Church of Sweden as a state church together with the immigration of people with 

different religious traditions as well as major world events such as the attacks 11 September 

2001 in the USA has however put religion on the public agenda.  The debate about the role of 

religion in society has in recent years been more frequent and intensified in Sweden as in the 

rest of Europe and several parts of the world. The classical secularisation theory is 

questioned. The debate about immigration and the rising interest and support for far right 

organisations and far right political parties has put strains on the civil society as has the 

question about how to live together in a society that inhabits a diverse population with people 

of different religions and cultural traditions. This study focuses on students’ talk about 

religion in everyday life in a secondary school in Sweden. Are there any obstacles to talk 

about religion? Is there room for religious identity? The method in this study has been 

qualitative with observations and interviews of students in year 9 (equivalent to year 11 in the 

UK) and was undertaken in the spring in 2013.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In November 2012 a governmental inquiry was published with the title The Xenophobe within 

(Sweden, 2012). The motives for the title and the aim of this inquiry were presented as the 

following: Emphasis was given to every person’s responsibility in preventing xenophobia and 

racism. The focus was not on the threat of extremist groups, such as xenophobic 

organizations, but the respect between people in everyday life to safeguard a peaceful 

coexistence between individuals and groups in society. The role of the school as a place 

where students develop skills to live in plural society was a central point. In the inquiry 

religion is mentioned as a factor for discrimination. This, together with the more frequent 

debate about the role of religion in the Swedish society e.g. especially school visits to 

churches or the space Muslim identity and religious practice shall have in the Swedish 

society, was the origin for the idea of this dissertation.     

Following the debate that has intensified in the last couple years, about the issue of the role of 

religion in schools, the Minister for Integration, Erik Ullenhag (liberal), in March 2013 hosted 

a conference on the freedom of religion and the teaching educational system. He summed up 

the day with the following: ‘Basically, it is about showing respect and tolerance for the fact 

that people have different backgrounds. The issue is about creating a society where there is 

room for this discussion.’ (Translation by author) (Ullenhag, 2013) This summarizes the aim 

for this dissertation which is further explained in the next section.  

The fieldwork was undertaken in Sweden in spring 2013 with observations and interviews in 

a secondary school. 
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1.1 Aim and Objectives 

The focus in this dissertation has been students in a secondary school in Sweden and the talk 

about religion in school mainly outside the class situation. The overall question was if there is 

room for religious identity in a school in Sweden today. The focal aim for this study has 

therefore been to find out if there are any obstacles or hindrances to talk about religious issues 

in school and identify some of them if they exist. The objectives to find answers to these 

questions have been the following:  

• How do the students identify themselves and their friends in school when it comes to 

religion and ethnicity?  

• What experience do the students have of religious expressions and traditions? 

• Is religion present in school? How is the awareness of religion in school? 

• Do the students talk about religious issues other than in class? If they talk about 

religion in school, why is it important for them? If they don’t talk about religion, what 

are the reasons for this? 

1.1.1 Identity 

As humans, different sides of our identity are visible in different situations. In this study the 

focus has been on the religious identity of the students interviewed; how they define 

themselves and what vocabulary they are using when talking about their peers in school. This 

has been important in trying to analyse what role religious identity has in relation to other 

identities and if the students are able to show their religious identity. Do the students feel 

comfortable when describing themselves in religious identities or do they hesitate to describe 

themselves in religious terms? The student’s cultural and ethnic background has also been of 

interest in the interviews since the majority of the students in the school in this study have a 

background in a country other than Sweden. This has also of interest in this study since the 
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vocabulary used to describe cultural, ethnic and in some ways religious identities in Sweden 

is considerably different from what is used in the UK.   

1.1.2 Experience of religion 

The students interviewed have different experiences and refer to religious life in different 

ways as does every human being. Religion in Sweden is often referred to as a very private 

matter and is not something you easily talk about with just anyone and Sweden is often 

referred to as a much secularised country (Amnå, 2010, Bäckström et al., 2004). One theme in 

the interviews was to talk about what experience the students have of their respective religion. 

Students with a background in Iraq, both Christian and Muslim, have more experience of 

religious expressions than the students with solely Swedish background. The conversation 

about their experience of religious traditions and expressions was an important part of the 

interview to get a picture of if, and in what way, religion is present in the students’ lives. 

1.1.3 Awareness of the Presence of Religion in School 

One common comment from staff at the school in question, when describing the subject for 

the research, has been: ‘You have really come to the right place!’ It seems to be the most 

common reaction. This may imply an awareness of the presence of religion among several 

members of the staff. In order to get a picture of the role of religion in school some questions 

in the interviews were aiming for the students and staff to describe expressions of religion in 

school. Are there any visible expressions? Do they hear people talk about religion?    

1.1.4 Talking about Religion – Hindrances and Obstacles 

The main aim for this study has been to identify if there are any hindrances and obstacles to 

talk about religion in school. The students were asked if they talk about religion in school. 

They were asked if they experience any difficulties or hindrances in talking about religion in 

school. These have however been difficult questions to answer for the students. It is in the 

nature of this issue that it is difficult to define the difficulties and hindrances that may exist 
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when trying to create a tolerant atmosphere and space for religious issues to be taken 

seriously.  

1.2 Changes in Comparison to the Research Proposal 

As the semi-immersed observations (Wisker, 2008) for this research started in the school it 

was quite obvious the students did not refer to their religious identity very frequently. One girl 

said they did not talk about religion because it was not a problem at this school. A boy said if 

one was to talk about religion there would be war and that was why he preferred not to talk 

about religion. However xenophobic, expressions or attitudes were very rare. As a result of 

the observations the aim for this study changed and turned more to focus on the talk of 

religion among students in school.  

The main focus for the proposal of this dissertation was to discuss if religious pluralism in a 

school can contribute to preventing racism among the students or if religious pluralism is a 

factor that may contribute to increasing racism in school. One reason for choosing this aim 

was the governmental inquiry named The Xenophobe within (Sweden, 2012) handed over to 

the government in November 2012. It focuses on how to tackle everyday xenophobia in 

Sweden, especially in schools. Religious identity is one of the factors mentioned in the 

inquiry as one reason for discrimination. The original aim for this dissertation was, in the 

research proposal, to study the role of the students’ religious identity and the relation to 

xenophobia and racism in the school environment. Even if there has been a shift in the focus 

for this study it is still dealing with the same concern. The main theme is the role of religion 

in school in Sweden today. 
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1.3 Literature and previous research 

The Literature used has been on the role of religion in Sweden and Europe historically, as 

well as in contemporary society. To describe the changes in the population in Europe, as well 

as in Sweden, literature about the role and history of migration has been used. Much of the 

literature has been in Swedish and in the cases of quotation the translation is done by the 

author.   

There is not much written on the role of religion for teenagers in Swedish schools. On the 

other hand much is written about the multicultural school. But the focus on religion in school 

seems not to have been very much explored.  

However one important PhD dissertation was, in 2003, published by Kerstin von Brömssen 

called Interpretations, Negotiations and Silences – Pupils talk about religion from within 

multi-cultural and postcolonial spaces. The focus was the following: ‘How do pupils talk 

about their own religion and ethnicity? How do pupils talk about the religion of others? How 

do pupils in a multi-ethnic environment talk about the multicultural school?’ (von Brömssen, 

2003, p. 332). 

An important contribution for a greater knowledge and understanding about the transforming 

religious landscape in Sweden is The Multi Religious Sweden – a Landscape in 

Transformation (translation by author) (Andersson and Sander, 2009). This has been a 

valuable resource in describing Sweden of today when it comes to religious organisations.  

Another interesting study is by Osbeck (2006). She is exploring the milieu of the school and 

focuses on indignity. Do the students experience any infringement in the school due to their 

identities and how do these hard lessons of life reconstruct their understanding of life? This 
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study does not strictly focus on religious identity but rather all kinds of identity, from gender 

and sexuality to language and cultural traditions.  

The European Commission has through its research department financed a 3-year project, 

which started in 2006. The name of the project is REDCo which is the abbreviation of 

‘Religion in Education. A contribution to Dialogue or a Factor of Conflict in Transforming 

Societies of European Countries’. (Weisse, 2009, p. 10). The intention of the project was to 

‘establish and compare the potentials and limitations of religion in schools in the educational 

systems of selected European countries.’ (Weisse, 2009, p. 10). There were eight different 

countries (Germany, England, France, The Netherlands, Norway, Estonia, Russia and Spain) 

taking part in the nine different projects that all together made up the REDCo Project. 

There are two publications from the REDCo project used in relation to this study in a Swedish 

school. One is the qualitative study called ‘Encountering Religious Pluralism in School and 

Society’ (Knauth et al., 2008). This qualitative study was the base for the questions in the 

quantitative study which was claiming to be ‘…the only study focusing on such vital issues as 

dialogue and conflict between religions as perceived by the students themselves.’ (Weisse, 

2009, p. 11). This quantitative study is called ‘Teenagers’ Perspectives on the Role of 

Religion in their Lives, Schools and Societies’ (Valk et al., 2009).   

Sweden was not part of the REDCo project. However, Norway was part of the project and is a 

close neighbour to Sweden and therefore some findings may be relevant in Sweden as well, as 

Geir Skeie comments on a Nordic conference where part of the REDCo project was presented 

(Skeie, 2010).  

These have all been valuable resources in this study. However this specific study is focusing 

particularly on hindrances and obstacles students with a religious identity may experience in 
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their everyday life in school. The study is aiming to identify possible obstacles that may 

prevent students with a religious identity to feel there is room to fully show this identity.     

1.4 Structure 

This dissertation consists of five parts where the first is the introduction and the aim and 

objectives. The second part is a description of the methodology which has been the basic 

perspective of this study: post-colonialism.  It will further define two key concepts; religion 

and identity. In this part, the qualitative methods used in this study, are also described.  

In the third, part a description of the role of religion in Sweden and Europe, historically as 

well as the contemporary situation, is sketched. This is in order to give the reader a basic 

knowledge especially of the Swedish history and setting.  This part also includes a 

presentation of the concept of secularisation and the discussions and criticism of the same. 

The third part ends with an overview of the role of religion in official governmental 

documents in relation to the school in Sweden. 

The fourth part is where the results of this study are presented, with results of the observations 

as well as the interviews, followed by an analysis of the results together with comments on 

earlier research related to the subject.  

The conclusion is the fifth part and summarizes the results and answers the aim for this study: 

Is there room for religious identity?   

In the very end there is a bibliography and appendices with the questions used in the 

interviews.   
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2 METHODOLOGY AND METHOD  

2.1 Methodology 

2.1.1 Postcolonial Perspective 

This study has a postcolonial perspective in the sense that it wants to focus on the difficulties 

and the wrestling that occurs when people with different traditions and, in this case, religious 

worldviews meet. The students observed and interviewed come with different cultural and 

religious backgrounds into a Swedish school in the Swedish society which has a certain 

tradition on how to interpret and think about religious ideas and expressions. The postcolonial 

perspective is also significant for the study by Kerstin von Brömssen of students’ talk about 

religion in a multicultural school, which has been a valuable resource in this study.  Von 

Brömssen finds that the postcolonial perspective can contribute to an awareness of Sweden 

and Swedishness as a part of the modernity and the enlightenment as in most of modern 

Europe. This has implications on how we look upon ‘the Other’; people with ethnic 

backgrounds other than Swedish who are seen as different and foreign by many with ethnic 

Swedish background (von Brömssen, 2003, p. 35).  

Robert Young has a definition of a postcolonial perspective which is useful for this kind of 

explorative research.  ‘Postcolonialism offers a language of and for those who have no place, 

who seem not to belong, of those whose knowledge and histories are not allowed to count.’ 

/… / ‘At the same time, the postcolonial project seeks the introduction not just of knowledge 

of other cultures, but of different kinds of knowledge, new epistemologies, from other 

cultures.’ (Young, 2009, p. 14).  

But how can a Swedish born white Christian woman priest in Church of Sweden claim to 

have a postcolonial perspective? Is it possible to have a perspective from the margin if the 
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researcher is part of the majority society in many ways? The advantages and disadvantages of 

the perspective of the outsider and the insider in doing research have been discussed within 

the Science of Religion (Jagger, 2011). Robert Yong compares a postcolonial perspective 

with what many of us are taught about how to cross a road: ‘Stop. Look. Listen. Most of all 

the last term. For postcolonialism listens.’(Young, 2009, p. 17). It is about listening to 

peoples’ experiences from the margin, from the street. This is possible even if the researcher 

is an outsider and is not part of, in this case, a colonial setting.  

The students interviewed in this study have their own different perspectives on the difficulties 

and obstacles they experience when talking about religious issues which prevent them from 

raising such issues. This study wants to listen and give a voice to these students and observe 

how they look upon the role of religion in everyday life. This is the reason for using the 

postcolonial view as a background to this study, to look upon how different views of the 

reality are to be interpreted and what space they should be given or can claim. But the fact 

remains we are all influenced by our background, affiliations and traditions and it is therefore 

even more important to choose a perspective.  

The research that has been undertaken has been inductive with the aim of exploring why 

students want or do not want to talk about religion in school. The intention was not to verify a 

theory but rather to listen and try to get the students to give a picture of if and how religion is 

present in their day to day interactions in school. This is an explorative research since the 

focus is on trying to find out if the students talk about religion and further to find out what 

motives or reasons the students have when they choose to talk or not to talk about religion in 

school (Wisker, 2008, p. 72).  



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

14 

 

2.1.2 Definitions 

2.1.2.1 Religion  

There are, traditionally, mainly two strategies in Science of Religion when trying to identify 

religion. One is to describe the content of religion and to define what religion is, a substantive 

definition. The other is to look at and define what functions religion has for individuals, 

subgroups and societies (Sander and Andersson, 2009, p. 50, Jagger, 2011).  

In this study religion is mainly used in a functional way for individuals and groups. The 

informants talk about religious traditions, expressions and how it has an impact on their 

individual life as well as the life in school and in society. However one has to bear in mind all 

informants probably have different understanding of the term religion. The difficulty of 

defining religion and religious diversity in different countries and for people with different 

languages, religious and cultural backgrounds, is very much taken into account in the 

Quantative Study in the REDCo project (Bertram-Troost and Miedema, 2009, pp. 31-38). 

There is, however, a need of further research in order to investigate the impact of religious 

diversity in schools but there is especially a need to understand the difficulties and complexity 

of defining religious diversity (Bertram-Troost, 2011).  The complexity in defining religious 

diversity shows some of the difficulties in doing research, even within the same country, but 

with informants with different cultural and religious backgrounds and identities. Von 

Brömssen finds one of the main differences when comparing the global concept of religion 

with the western concept being that the religious dimension is not separate from other parts of 

social life (von Brömssen, 2003, p. 41). This is a challenge in a multicultural society where 

religious traditions from many different parts of the world meet. Despite these difficulties, but 

with an awareness of this complexity, this study was undertaken.  
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2.1.2.2 Immigrant 

Since this study is done in Sweden for a university in England it is especially appropriate to 

describe some of the vocabulary used in Sweden when it comes to people of different cultural, 

ethnic and religious backgrounds.  

The Swedish word ‘invandrare’, in English ‘immigrant’, is a word used frequently in daily 

speech in Sweden when talking about persons with a background other than Swedish. A 

definition of the word ‘invandrare’ is given in information from the government about 

integration in Sweden and means a person who has immigrated, moved from one country to 

another and stayed for more than a year (Sweden, 2011b, p. 11). However it is important to 

note, in daily speech, this is word is especially used when talking about persons with a darker 

skin colour and dark hair. It is not very common to describe a person with fair skin colour 

who moved from e.g. Norway or Belgium as an immigrant. It is, however, important to note 

that the translation of ‘invandrare’ into English is complicated. The word ‘invandrare’ in 

Swedish does not have such negative connotations as the word ‘immigrant’ in British English 

even if the association to this term holds mixed values, feelings for many people. This is 

based on the experience of the author, as well as several Swedes, when visiting UK and using 

immigrant as a translation for ‘invandrare’.  

Several of the informants in this research use this term when talking about people with a 

background other than Swedish, in some cases including themselves. The usage is however 

not seen as unproblematic. In the year 2000 a governmental inquiry was published with the 

aim to investigate the usage of this word by Swedish authorities. The recommendation from 

the inquiry was that the word should be used only about persons who themselves have 

actually immigrated to Sweden, and not, as the case quite often is, about people born in 

Sweden but with a background in another country than Sweden (Sweden, 2000). According to 
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demographer David Coleman this is also in line with usage of the word in the United Nations 

(Coleman, 2008).  

The risk of using ‘invandrare’ too widely is to reinforce a division in society between us and 

them i.e. Swedes and ‘invandrare’. This is shown by Katarina Mattsson in a chapter on 

‘Racism in Research on Immigration and Economy’ (translation by author) (Mattsson, 2001). 

Mattsson states that the vocabulary used in a society to divide people into different categories 

is interesting in postcolonial theory. ‘The role of colonial and racial discourses in the identity 

creating process has been focused in postcolonial theory’ (translation by author) (Mattsson, 

2001, p. 258). Further Mattsson says the classification in ‘Swedes’ and ‘invandrare’ used in 

Sweden is based on an idea of a homogeneous Swedishness and a totally otherness of the 

immigrants. The consequence of this is that people are chained into the categories of Swedes 

and immigrants and leaves out many other possible identities such as gender, education, 

religion, political view, age and so on.         

In contrast to England, terminology such as ‘the Hindu community’, ‘the Muslim 

community’, ‘the Sikh community’ is not used in Sweden, and the use of a terminology 

‘black people’, ‘white people’, ‘Asian people’ is alien in Swedish vocabulary. 

Other categories used in Swedish vocabulary and defined in the information from the 

government are: Foreign born – a person registered in Sweden but born in another country. 

Person with a foreign background – a person born in another country or born in Sweden but 

with both parents born in another country, Person with Swedish background – person born in 

Sweden with one or both parents born in Sweden (Sweden, 2011b, p. 7). 

The debate about what vocabulary to use about people in Sweden with different backgrounds 

is still an issue for discussion. In an article in one of the biggest newspapers in Sweden, 21
st
 of 
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July 2013, two well-known researchers at the University of Gothenburg want all categories 

based on the birth place of a person’s parents to be removed. They think this is a harmful way 

of categorizing people. They propose the statistics be based only on citizenship and country of 

birth individually as, they say, is done in the rest of Europe (Demker and Johansson Heinö, 

2013a, Demker and Johansson Heinö, 2013b). 

Since ‘invandrare’ is commonly used by people in Sweden this has in this dissertation been 

translated into ‘immigrants’ despite knowledge of the somewhat negative connotations this 

word has in English in the UK.   

2.2 Method 

Due to the above methodology and aim for this research, observations and interviews were, 

together with literature, chosen as methods. The observations in the introductory stage of the 

research were aiming for establishing contacts with the students, and teachers, as well as the 

headmaster. By using interviews, the aim was also to get more contextual information of the 

life in school, from students as well as teachers, and how they refer to religion in their daily 

life focusing on the life in school. This would not have been possible if only observation were 

used as a method. 

2.2.1 Sample 

The school chosen for the study is a school in a Swedish town in southern Sweden with 

120 000 – 150 000 inhabitants. In the area where the school is located, 34% of the population 

is born in a country other than Sweden compared to 14% in the town as a whole and 15% in 

all of Sweden. More than 90% of the houses were built between 1960 and 1980. Before 1960 

the area was in the countryside.  
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The choice of school is based on the fact that the students have ethnic and religious origins 

other than the most common in Sweden, which is ethnically Swedish and member of Church 

of Sweden. The headmaster of the school forwarded to the teachers my request to come to the 

school for this project. Fortunately two teachers responded and were willing to assist in order 

to facilitate the research to take place.  

The decision to choose students in year 9 (15-16 years old) was based on the knowledge that 

the European study, the REDCo project, had informants of about the same age. This made it 

possible to do comparisons with situations in the rest of Europe. Moreover, Year 9 is the last 

year in compulsory school in Sweden and most students attend the school closest to where 

they live. In Gymnasium (equivalent to upper secondary school in UK) the students choose 

different subjects and different schools and the students are divided into groups based on 

grades and what subjects they have chosen to study. The purpose of interviewing teachers was 

to get their picture of the role of religion in school and to supplement the picture that was 

given by the students.  

The subject for the research was presented in two tutor groups. The students who were asked 

to be interviewed were chosen together with one of the tutors and based on whom the tutor 

thought would be especially interested and willing to talk about these issues. Students who the 

tutors thought would be interested in discussing religion were primarily chosen and asked to 

participate. The sample could therefore not be considered to be representative in any way. All 

the interviewees are individuals. 

The teachers and staff chosen for interviews were the two tutors who had shown interest in 

the research and made contacts from the beginning. One interviewee was asked based on his 
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contacts with students, as well as parents, especially with foreign background and students 

who need extra support in school.   

It is also important to note that several of the students asked to take part in interviews refused 

participation. The intention was to have Christians; Protestants, Catholics as well as Eastern 

Orthodox and also Muslims; Sunni and Shia with backgrounds in different countries. The 

students who took part were Christians; Protestants and Catholic and Muslims; Shia and 

Sunni. The ethnical backgrounds of the students interviewed were Swedish and Iraqi. It is 

very hard to know the reasons of the students or their parents who were not willing to take 

part. One reason could be what this research is aiming for; to examine the difficulties students 

can experience in talking about their religion. The students may have felt they would be 

uncomfortable in talking about these issues with a person unknown to them.   

2.2.2 Observations 

There are different ways of doing observations. In this case the observation was something in 

between participant observation, when the researcher takes part in what the observing group is 

doing, and non-participant observation, when the researcher is hidden and not known to the 

group. In the beginning of the research process, semi-immersed observation (Wisker, 2008, p. 

204) was undertaken in the school in order to establish contacts and relations to students and 

teachers in preparations for interviews later on as well as getting to know the school and to 

get a feeling of the atmosphere of the school. The students and teachers were aware of the 

presence of the researcher and the motives for the studies when shadowing the students during 

their day at school. In the following this method will be referred to as observations. However 

during this process the aim of the research changed. Grounded theory, as stated in the 

research proposal, has therefore not been used. 
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Notes from the observations were taken and are kept in the personal archive of the author.  

2.2.3 Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with a prepared set of questions. There were 

separate questions for students (Appendix 1) and staff (Appendix 2). The interviews with the 

students were more structured than the interviews with the staff. The interview questions were 

focused on the students and the role of religion in school.  

The interviews were recorded on tape and transcribed and kept by the author. The positive 

aspect of using recording as a method in doing interviews is the interviewer is able to focus 

on the conversation and not on taking notes (Wisker, 2008). The negative side of recording is 

the interviewer may feel uncomfortable. In the interviews undertaken, the interviewer’s 

experience was that the interviewee, after a couple of minutes, forgot the fact that he or she 

was being recorded.  

When analysing and choosing what findings from the interviews would be interesting to 

present, interpretive choices are made all the way through. These are the inevitable conditions 

for a researcher and this is nowadays commonly accepted in post-modern research. The 

material from the interviews is presented in indirect reported speech (Keizer, 2009). This 

means there will be only limited direct reported speech with quotations from the interviews. 

In both cases the reported speech presented here is translated by the author and this means a 

certain level of interpretation has taken place when translating from Swedish to English and 

choosing the correct words and expressions.  

The interviews will be reported in themes which are of special interest for this study. When 

identifying the themes a process of choosing has of course taken place. This means other 

themes have been left out and are not at all commented on.  
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2.2.4 Ethical Considerations 

The ethical guidelines of De Montfort University have been observed (De Montfort 

University, 2013). Approval for research on students under the age of 18 has been given by 

the University Ethical committee. All the interviewees, as well as the parents/careers of the 

student’s, have given their written consent to the study.  

The Policies of the school includes the codes of conduct (Ordningsregler) and an equality 

policy (Likabehandlingsplan) at the school where the observations and interviews took place.  

In addition to this, there are ethical considerations to be observed along the way. The focus in 

this research has been to listen to what issues the students are wrestling with, according to 

students and staff. These are sensitive issues. In a study this small there is a delicate subject to 

balance between the interest of protecting the informants and the value of getting the students 

to talk and share difficulties related to such personal issues as e.g. identity and belonging. 

This has therefore been an ethical dilemma in the actual situation of the interview as well as 

in choosing and presenting the results. 
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3 SETTING THE SCENE 

3.1 Religion in Sweden 

3.1.1 History 

Sweden has, as have four other Nordic countries (Norway, Denmark, Finland and Iceland), a 

dominant protestant national church. The Church of Sweden has since the reformation been 

an Evangelical Lutheran Church. Starting with the time when Uppsala became the centre for 

the Archbishop in 1164 the church in Sweden has been closely linked with the state (Nilsson, 

1998). The Uppsala meeting in 1593 marks the final decision for The Church of Sweden to 

become an Evangelical Lutheran Church and the break with the Pope in Rome and the Roman 

Catholic Church was absolute (Andersson and Sander, 2009, Bäckström et al., 2004). The 

shift for the Church in Sweden from a Roman Catholic Church into a national Church was the 

beginning of a close relationship between church and state which is hard to imagine for a 

Swedish citizen today. Until mid- nineteenth century the state and the church were almost 

united e.g. a certain proportion of the members of parliament had to be priests.  

 “One people – one faith” was an important maxim ever since the Uppsala meeting in 1593. 

To change one’s religion was forbidden for Swedish citizens and seen as treason to the 

country. Influences from abroad were seen as a threat and this was somehow safeguarded by 

minimizing the freedom of religion. In the law of the church in 1686 Swedish citizenship was 

almost equal to membership in the Church of Sweden.  The unity in the country was very 

important and the Lutheran faith was something unifying for the Swedish people and the 

Swedish nation. Even as late as 1734 the punishment for dissenting from the right faith was 

expulsion from the country (Stoor, 2002, Andersson and Sander, 2009). There are several 

documented examples of people of different faiths who have been baptized into the proper 
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Lutheran faith upon arrival in Sweden, Jews as well as Muslims (Svanberg and Tydén, 2005).  

Influences from other countries were however important and frequent in Sweden with e.g. 

merchandise, architects, artists and traders. This is very well documented by Svanberg and 

Tydén (2005) in a book about the Swedish cultural history and a thousand years of 

immigration into Sweden. There is no doubt Sweden has historically been very much 

influenced by experts in different areas of society, especially to contribute to building a 

modern state in the sixteenth century. However, clearly Sweden has at the same time been one 

of the world’s most homogenous countries when it comes to ethnicity and nationality 

(Johansson Heinö, 2012, Andersson and Sander, 2009).  

Religious homogeneity has, as described above, been one of the core pillars in building a 

homogeneous country. It was not until 1952 that a law safeguarding total freedom of religion 

was approved by the parliament in Sweden. Since then anyone is free to choose to be a 

member or not in any religious denomination (Brohed, 2005). The history of religious 

intolerance in Sweden is a factor to take into account when it comes to the role of religion in 

Sweden today.    

In the year 2000 the Church of Sweden was disestablished and no longer a formal 

governmental authority e.g. the employment of the priests relocated from governmental 

authority into employment in the local parishes. The national population registration was on 1 

of July 1991 transferred to the Swedish Tax Agency from the Church of Sweden who 

registered Swedish citizens since the sixteenth century (Sweden, 2013b). In 1972 the Church 

of Sweden had 7.75 million members, 95.2 % of the population. As a result of withdrawals of 

membership as well as increasing immigration the number of members in 2012 was 6.45 

million which were 67.5 % of the population (Church of Sweden, 2013).   
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3.1.2 Today  

It is against the Constitution to register religious affiliation on an individual basis in Sweden. 

The statistics on members in different religious groups are therefore difficult to estimate. The 

last time confessional affiliation was registered in Sweden was in 1930. Then 15 persons said 

they were Muslims. This was according to the equivalent to the Census in Sweden 31
st
 of 

December 1930 in Folkräkningen den 31 december 1930, del V, Stockholm 1937 (Stoor, 

2002, p. 61). According to Gustavsson in Tro samfund och samhälle from 1997/2000 there 

were 4800 Catholics in Sweden in 1930 (Stoor, 2002, p. 45).  

Today faith communities can apply for grants from ‘Nämnden för statligt stöd till 

trossamfund’ (SST) (the Swedish Commission for Government Support to Faith 

Communities). This is one way to get an estimation of the number of people with different 

religious identities.  

According to the SST statistics (Sweden, 2013c) there were as many as 16 different Orthodox 

and Eastern Orthodox Churches receiving grants in 2011, with in total, approximately 

125 000 registered members. Among these the biggest ones were the Serbian Orthodox 

Church with 27 000 members and two Syrian Orthodox Churches with approximately 25 000 

members each. In comparison the Catholic diocese of Stockholm (covering the whole of 

Sweden) has 100 000 members and the Pentecostal movement 111 000 members (Sweden, 

2013c). According to SST, there were 110 000 people in all the Islamic organisations 

registered with SST. Interesting to note this figure has been the same for some years, so this 

number may have increased in recent years, but by how much is very difficult to say. In 2004 

there was an estimation made by Åke Sander, Professor of Behavioural Studies of Religion at 

Gothenburg University, on how many Muslims there were in Sweden. He estimated the 

number of religious Muslims in Sweden to be nearly 150 000 (Sander, 2004, p. 218). If 
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talking about ethnic Muslims, people with Muslim traditions and culture, he estimated there 

were 300 000 – 350 000 ethnic Muslims in Sweden at the end of year 2000 (Sander, 2004, p. 

224) and this is 3.2-3.7 % of today’s population. It is however important to remember that 

Muslims in Sweden, as in the rest of the world, are not a homogeneous group of people. There 

are different traditions and backgrounds, as is the case for Christians with different traditions 

and cultural backgrounds, and not all ethnic Muslims are practising the Islamic faith.   

As in Europe and the rest of the world, awareness of the role of religion in different parts of 

society has increased in Sweden in recent years. Due to the increased immigration, 

internationalization and globalization citizens in Sweden experience new situations which 

have to do with different religious expressions. These may be situations at work, in school, in 

hospitals et cetera and may regard issues such as diet, clothing or gender related to religious 

traditions. Value changes occur and pose new questions to societies and its citizens (Sporre 

and Mannberg, 2010, p. 1).    

News and discussions about such issues are also frequently reported in the media (Andersson 

and Sander, 2009). The drawings by the artist Lars Vilks are an example which led to several 

reports in Sweden about extremism. Following the affair of the Danish Cartoons in the 

newspaper Jyllandsposten in 2005, the Swedish artist Lars Vilks portrayed the prophet 

Muhammad as ‘roundabout dog’ in 2007, a kind of street installation in Sweden (Sjöstrand, 

2007). As a consequence a discussion followed about freedom of speech and religious 

freedom, sensitivity and tolerance of differences. In December 2010 there were two bomb 

explosions in Stockholm and one person, the bomber, was killed. Connections to Lars Vilks 

and the Swedish presence in Afghanistan were made in a sound file that was sent to Sweden's 

security police (SÄPO) (Quinn, 2010, Tidningarnas telegrambyrå, 2010). The bombs and the 

killings in central Oslo and the island Utøya, by the now convicted Anders Bering Breivik, 



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

26 

 

have been followed by discussions in media about the role of religion in these actions of 

terror.   

In comparison with England interreligious work is not very established in Sweden and the 

presence of interreligious initiatives, nationally, regionally and locally is still quite small. This 

may be due to the rather recent immigration to Sweden and the dominant role of a national 

church, the Church of Sweden. However a few examples of interreligious organisations or 

initiatives associated with Church of Sweden nationally should be mentioned. The Centre for 

Inter Faith Dialogue has since 2008 (according to a personal message on Facebook on 14
th

 

July 2013 from the Centre) been established in Stockholm as a resource for the Diocese in 

Stockholm as well as Church of Sweden nationally. As late as in 2010 a national Inter 

religious council was established in Sweden (Church of Sweden, 2012). An interfaith centre 

was established in Gothenburg in January 2012, financed by the Municipality in Gothenburg 

for 3 years (Interreligiösa centret Göteborg). Interreligious councils are also found in Malmö 

and in Örebro. Several initiatives for interreligious relations and dialogue are taken in 

different parts of Sweden but it is difficult to get an overview of all of these initiatives.  The 

establishment of these interfaith councils and centres show there is activity in this field in 

Sweden even if all of them were founded less than five years ago.  

3.2 Religion in Europe 

3.2.1 History 

What we know as Europe today has a history of migration, wars, establishment and 

disestablishment of societies. Christianity was established as the official religion in the 

Roman Empire in the year 380 CE. The rise of Christianity in Sweden after 1000 CE was late 

compared to the rest of what is called Europe today.  The migration period in 500-1000 CE 
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was the time when Christianity was spread throughout the area of today’s Europe (Beskow et 

al., 1995, Tergel, 1989). Islam was spread in Europe when Arab troops invaded Spain in 711 

CE and the Islamic era of more than 700 years, in what today is Spain, began. The Islamic era 

is known to be a period of tolerance for Christians and Jews. In 1492 CE it came to an end 

and Muslims were forced out of Spain or had to convert to Christianity (Beskow et al., 1995). 

At the other end of Europe Constantinople was in 1453 conquered by Sultan Mehmet II and 

became a part of the Ottoman Empire and Islam was established in the South Eastern part of 

today’s Europe.   

The people had to follow the religion of the king or the emperor. This was also the case 

before the Christian era in Europe and it continued when the kings were baptized.  However, 

during the renaissance and the enlightenment periods the church and state became more and 

more separated and the base of secularisation was laid (Tergel, 1989).  

3.2.2 Today 

‘Religion has returned to the forefront of public debate in European societies. It can no 

longer be regarded as a phenomenon of earlier times destined to wither in the face of 

advancing secularisation. It must be taken seriously as a powerful influence on the 

actions and thoughts of individuals’ (Bertram-Troost et al., 2008, p. 11).  

The quotation above is the opening paragraph of the qualitative study Encountering Religious 

Pluralism in School and Society – A Qualitative Study of Teenage Perspectives in Europe 

(Knauth et al., 2008). This sums up the growing interest and publicity given in recent years to 

religious expressions in Europe, especially following the events in New York and Washington 

on September 11
th

 2001. 
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The migration to Europe from other parts of the world is today high in relation to any 

peacetime migration to Europe in modern history. This has an effect on population growth 

and demography. As a consequence of migration the religious landscape is also changing in 

Europe (Coleman, 2008).  This may be one of the reasons why religion is more on the public 

agenda today. Some people see this as a threat to traditional European societies, its culture 

and religious traditions. For some, especially right wing parties in different parts of Europe; it 

is mainly Muslims that are seen as the biggest threat to European culture (Fekete, 2006). 

3.3 Secularisation in Sweden and Europe 

The term secularisation was introduced in sociology of religion by Max Weber in the 1930s 

and later by Ernst Troeltsch (1958) but it was not until ‘the early 1970s, secularisation was the 

reigning dogma in the field’ (Swatos Jr and Christiano, 1999, p. 210). Even if the term has 

been criticised ever since it was introduced, it has however been referred to as a theory, the 

secularisation theory (Tschannen, 1991, Goldstein, 2009, Berger, 2001).  

The focus of the theory is on the relation between modernity and religion. In simple terms it 

can be described as the following: the more a society is developed and enlightened in 

economic, materialistic and scientific ways the more the importance of religion and its 

institutions tends to diminish; it becomes a secularised society (Sander and Andersson, 2009, 

Berger, 2001). In other words it can be expressed as the follows. ‘The global societies and its 

citizens would increasingly function without religions and its institutions with the process of 

modernity.’ (translation by author) (Sander and Andersson, 2009, p. 72). In the 1960s the 

sociologist Peter Berger was a strong advocate for the secularisation theory. Together with 

him other sociologists who have been in favour of the secularisation theory are Thomas 

Luckman, Bryan Wilson, David Martin, Richard Fenn, Talcott Parsons and Robert Bellah. 

They have all presented their own perspectives of “the theory” (Tschannen, 1991). 
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In the light of some evolving events and processes over recent decades in different parts of the 

world, where the role of religion (religious institutions or individual religious convictions) has 

been significant, the secularisation theory has been questioned, or at least modified, by a 

number of researchers in religious studies (Andersson and Sander, 2009, Goldstein, 2009). 

Events often mentioned are the Iranian Revolution in 1979, Talibans in Afghanistan, the 

conflicts in Northern Ireland and Sri Lanka, the anti-abortion movement in the USA and the 

9/11 events in 2001 in New York and Washington. 

According to Linda Woodhead, this however does not mean the secularisation theories (she 

uses plural since there are many quite similar theories) are false. There is a need for a new 

approach which further explores the process which for a long time has been called 

secularisation. Woodhead and Catto are editors of a series of articles which make up the book 

Religion and Change in Modern Britain (Woodhead and Catto, 2012). According to 

Woodhead the book ‘…consolidates a new interpretation of religious change in the post-war 

period, an interpretation which has been emerging for some time in the work of scholars from 

many different disciplines…’ (Woodhead and Catto, 2012, p. 24). The approach in the book is 

to problematize the concepts of ‘religion’ and ‘the secular’ and not think of them as 

‘…neutral building blocks of data collection and analysis. It treats them instead as an integral 

part of the milieu to be analysed rather than detached standpoints from which it can be 

viewed.’ (Woodhead and Catto, 2012, p. 24).  

The analysis by Woodhead is interesting in relation to what Amnå has written about 

secularisation and the role of religion in Sweden: ‘In Sweden, we are just waking up to an 

awareness of a new context of a globally anchored multiculturalism. Slowly we realize how 

Christian we are, at the same time as we are said to be one of the most secular people in the 

world.’ (Amnå, 2010, p. 15). According to Amnå the process in Sweden has just begun to see 
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and try to analyse which role religion has for individuals, different institutions as well as e.g. 

the political life in Sweden. He is calling for help from more experienced societies on how to 

deal with …’profound religious diversity with on the one hand tolerance and respect and on 

the other hand equality and human dignity.’ (Amnå, 2010, p. 21). 

A response to Amnå’s contribution is given by Odora Hoppers from University of South 

Africa. She believes a democracy like Sweden is ‘…built on the presumption of homogeneity 

of culture, ethnicity and religion.’ (Odora Hoppers, 2010, p. 27). In the new situation of 

plurality in Sweden a country like South Africa with its heterogeneity may have a lot to 

contribute on the facing of differences and recognition of diversity. She is referring to the 

concept of ubuntu where the underlying force is sharing for the common good. It is an 

‘…isiZulu ubuntu expression of the individual’s interdependence with the community: 

‘Umuntu, ngumuntu, ngabantu’ (a person is a person through other persons)…’ (Thomas, 

2008, p. 44).  

Learning about a country’s history is necessary for creating a way into the future. In the study 

Religious Change in Northern Europe. The Case of Sweden. From State Church to Free Folk 

Church. Final Report (Religiös förändring i Norra Europa. En studie av Sverige. “Från 

statskyrka till fri folkkyrka”. Slutrapport)  the religious changes in Sweden have been the 

focus. In this book the authors use ‘religious change’ as a term instead of secularisation. They 

discuss the fact that Peter Berger has revaluated his ‘classical’ secularisation theory and 

instead said Europe is different from the rest of the world (Bäckström et al., 2004). In Europe 

the secularisation has proceeded as predicted. But Europe is seen as an exception, contrary to 

the secularisation theory, compared to the rest of the world where secularisation has not taken 

place in a way as predicted before. Peter Berger states: ‘Religion has not been declining. On 

the contrary, in much of the world there has been a veritable explosion of religious faith’ 
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(Berger, 2008, p. 23). In the report about religious change in Sweden Bäckström et al. state 

that secularisation even in Sweden is more complex than some theories assert about the 

relationship between modernity and religion.  They therefore use ‘religious change’ when 

talking about the Swedish situation instead of ‘secularisation’. 

Yet another way of trying to talk about secularisation in new ways is done by Ziebertz and 

Riegel. To them secularisation refers to the private sphere and they use post-secularity when 

trying to describe the role of religion in Europe today. ‘In the concept of post-secularity, civil 

society respects religion as a partner in discourse. Within this framework religions are 

challenged as to what and how they contribute to the development of civil society. Post-

secularity places the societal relevance of religion in the centre of attention.’ (Ziebertz and 

Riegel, 2009, p. 305). They think this is a more fruitful way in the discussion about 

secularisation since it ‘…decreases the ideological and dogmatic potential of the theory of 

secularisation, because it does not take rationality and religion as antagonistic forces.’ 

(Ziebertz and Riegel, 2009, p. 306). This terminology is also used by Ola Sigurdsson when 

describing the relation today between religion, politics and modernity in contemporary 

society. He is describing the importance of theology in seeing the necessity of taking into 

account the role of religion in today’s society. It is important to be aware of your origin in 

order to be able to find your way forward (Sigurdson, 2009). To acknowledge and analyse the 

role of religion in the society today is therefore of utterly importance for our common future 

as citizens in whatever society we call home.   

3.4 School and Religion in Sweden Today 

The education in Swedish schools is non-confessional. If the school is a confessional school 

the teaching has to be non-confessional and follow the national curriculum but confessional 
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parts may be added separate from the teaching situation but within the educational 

framework. (Sweden, 2013a).  

The Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket) is the authority under the Ministry 

of Education. They decide on what rules the schools should follow according to the law and 

the curriculum decided by the Parliament. Swedish Schools Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen) is 

the authority which scrutinizes the schools to make sure the schools deliver good education 

and a safe environment for the children and students.  

In 2010 a new school law was passed in The Swedish Parliament (Sveriges Riksdag) and was 

implemented July 1st 2011. In the autumn a new curriculum was put into practice in school 

(Skolverket, 2011). As a consequence of this, the debate on the role of religion in school has 

reached a new level. The Swedish National Agency for Education has therefore provided 

advices for school leaders on how to handle visits within the educational framework to e.g. 

churches, mosques or synagogues (Sweden, 2013a). The debate has put the issue of the role of 

religion in the Swedish society in a new light. This is not the place to analyse fully the impact 

this has had on the public attitude towards religion in Sweden today but there have been many 

articles and debates concerning the role of religion in school.  

The following examples, from the Curriculum for the Compulsory School, imply an 

awareness of the diversity that characterize Swedish society of today compared to e.g. the 

1960s. In the introduction to the Curriculum under the heading ‘Fundamental values and tasks 

of the school’ and the subheading ‘Understanding and compassion for others’ the following is 

stated: ‘Xenophobia and intolerance must be confronted with knowledge, open discussion and 

active measures. The internationalisation of Swedish society and increasing cross-border 

mobility place high demands on the ability of people to live with and appreciate the values 



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

33 

 

inherent in cultural diversity. Awareness of one’s own cultural origins and sharing in a 

common cultural heritage provides a secure identity which is important to develop, together 

with the ability to understand and empathise with the values and conditions of others. ’ 

(Sweden, 2011a, p. 9). Further in the goals for religious education (RE) it is stated: ‘In today’s 

society, characterised by diversity, knowledge of religions and other outlooks on life is 

important in creating mutual understanding between people.’ (Sweden, 2011a, p. 176).  

These texts show an awareness of the diversity that is characterising the Swedish society of 

today. However the awareness is one thing and the implementation of a curriculum is another. 

If Amnå is right in his analysis that Sweden is just about to wake up and see how much 

Sweden is characterised by its Christian heritage this must have implications on how we see 

people of faiths other than Christian. The school needs to take into account that people of 

other religions live in the midst of our society. Dr. Edgar Almén, has for many years educated 

teachers of religion at Linköping university in Sweden. Referring to the syllabus in RE 

(before the latest curriculum) he says: ‘The disadvantage is that it does not help to understand 

what it means to a person’s religious conviction to live as part of a minority.’ (Almén, 2011, 

p. 111). When learning about the world’s religions the study is often based on countries where 

the majority of the citizens have that religion for example Hinduism in India or Islam in Saudi 

Arabia or Indonesia. In order to help the students in Sweden to see the role of religion in their 

own society there is also a need to acknowledge world religions as religions present in the 

Swedish society of today.  

An issue related to this is also mentioned by Geir Skeie at a Nordic conference on religious 

education and values in 2009. He believes there is a development in school politics for a 

reluctance to use ‘…teaching models that engage students in dialogue, personal encounter and 

involvement across religious division lines. The intention is to protect the freedom of religion 
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and belief, but there may also be a danger that important issues are not then addressed.’ 

(Skeie, 2010, p. 49). This may be one example of secularisation, where religion is seen as a 

private matter, which is prevailing in the Nordic countries.  In the new pluralistic situation 

this may have to change in order to get students the opportunity for a deeper understanding 

and appreciation for one another.  
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4 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

4.1 Observations 

Observations were undertaken in the school in March 2013 on six occasions, by shadowing 

students and teachers in their daily school environment. The observations resulted in more 

knowledge of the school, in particular, the atmosphere during classes as well as lunch break 

and time in corridors. In Sweden it is very rare for schools to have school uniforms or even 

any special dress codes and this was the case for this school as well. In this school however 

everyone had to wear shoes for indoor use only, such as e.g. slippers or just any shoes only 

used indoors. This may have contributed to the feeling of a clean and quite noiseless 

environment. One of the interviewees, S2, also refers to this as an important step in the 

process of removing symbols such as special boots or jackets often worn by young men who 

identify themselves as skinheads. In this perspective the rule to wear shoes only for indoor use 

has been important.    

As a result of the observations the overall aim of the research changed.  When observing the 

students in class and break time it was quite clear religion was not very frequently discussed. 

However, there were references to religion present all the time such as clothes and symbols 

marking religious identity, mainly Christian and Muslim. There were especially two 

comments from a couple of students which had big impact on the continuing study. When 

asking about the subject for the study one student commented that they did not have any 

problems at the school because they did not talk very much about religion. Another student 

said he had many friends with a different religion from himself and they seldom spoke about 

religion. He said they did not very often think of what religion their friends had. If they were 

to think about this it would be war all the time as many wars are based on religion.  
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The comments from these students imply that differences in religious identity may be a source 

of problems or conflicts. This may be one reason for their hesitation to discuss or talk about 

their different religious identities.  

4.2 Interviews 

Six students, three male students (M) and three female students (F), were interviewed as well 

as three members of staff (S). All were interviewed individually plus one interview with two 

of the female students together upon their request. This however followed on their individual 

interviews. All the students are in year nine, equivalent to year eleven in the UK. They are all 

turning 16 years old this year. 

M1 is a boy born in Sweden with Swedish background and has no religious affiliation. He 

believes his mother is still a member of Church of Sweden but his father has withdrawn his 

membership.  

M2 is a boy born in Iraq, both parents from Iraq. He is Christian Catholic. He came to 

Sweden when he was twelve years old.   

M3 is a boy born in Sweden, with parents born in Iraq. He is Muslim of Shia tradition.  

F1 is a girl born in Sweden and has Swedish parents. She is Christian, protestant, and was 

confirmed last year in Church of Sweden.   

F2 is a girl born in Iraq but have been living in Egypt as well as Jordan before moving to 

Sweden. She is Muslim of Sunni tradition.  

F3 is a girl born in Iraq and lived in Syria for two years before coming to Sweden in 2009. 

She is Muslim of Sunni tradition.  
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S1 is a man and teacher in Physical Education (PE). He is born in former Yugoslavia. He got 

his education in Serbia. He is Christian of Serbian Orthodox tradition.  

S2 is a woman and teacher in Religion and Humanities. She has Swedish background and has 

been a teacher for 10 years.  

S3 is a man and a teacher’s assistant. He has Iraqi background and has been in Sweden for 27 

years. He is Muslim of Shia tradition. 

The role of the researcher as an outsider has been important to take into account in doing 

interviews. One must bear in mind the interview situation is an unusual situation for the 

students and staff, especially since there has been no previous relationship between the 

interviewer and the interviewee apart from the observations. Were the students answering 

honestly what they really thought about or did they want to make a good impression and give 

a positive picture of their school? What impact did the presence of a researcher from outside 

have on their answers? These questions have been difficult to answer but important to bear in 

mind in analysing the interviews.  

4.2.1 Identity 

Both M1 and F1 have a Swedish background. They do not use the vocabulary of Swedes and 

immigrants very frequently in the interviews. But they use a vocabulary of ‘us and them’ 

referring to students with a Swedish background and students with a foreign background. 

They are aware of that their classmates have different religious identities and M1 says he 

thinks there are quite a few Muslims. 

M3 says many people, both Swedes and immigrants, see him as an immigrant. If someone 

asks him if he is an immigrant he says no and tell them he is Swedish. But if anyone asks him 

if he has a foreign background he answers he has and that he is originally from Iraq (M3). S3 
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also refers to himself as an immigrant. He also talks about the students in terms as immigrant 

students and Swedish students. His Shia identity is important for him. He says Imam Husayn 

is a role model for him. (Imam Husayn is very important in Shia tradition and his martyrdom 

in Karbala in 680 CE ‘…is the paradigmatic event of Shii history.’ (Esposito, 1988, p. 114).  

S3 uses the word immigrant when talking about students with a background other than 

Swedish. He is e.g. talking about the need of having staff in school dealing with the conflict 

between immigrants and Swedes and different religious groups. One of the teachers, S2, is 

talking about how her students express themselves about religion. She hesitates and tries a 

couple of ways to find the right word, without success, and finally she says: ‘Now I say it…an 

ordinary Swede.’ Even if she hesitates, she makes a distinction, in this case, between students 

with a Swedish background and students with a background in another country. (This was 

when describing how she noted a difference in how students with Swedish background 

compared to students with a foreign background answered questions about religion in an 

exam in RE. Students with a foreign background referred to their own religious identity when 

describing different religions and students with a Swedish background were describing the 

religion in a more objective way.) 

One question in the interviews is with what tradition within their religion they identify 

themselves. Four of the interviewees, all with a background from Iraq, talk about how they all 

got questions about their identity in Sweden. Three of them who are Muslims were 

specifically asked if they were Shia or Sunni (F2, F3 and S3). This was in the beginning of 

their stay in Sweden and S3 especially expressed he was asked by other immigrants about his 

identity. Interesting to note here is that he did not experience this in Poland where he lived for 

several years, studying to become an engineer. For S3 this experience goes back at least 25 

years since he has been in Sweden for 27 years. F3 is a bit disturbed by the question in the 
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interview if she is Shia or Sunni and at first she does not want to answer. She says there are 

only Muslims, there are not different groups. However both F2 and F3 have a similar 

experience of being asked if they were Shia or Sunni. When they went home to ask their 

parents they were both told they were Muslims and that there was no need answering if they 

were Shia or Sunni. But F2 insisted to know because she was asked and she wanted to be able 

to give an answer. Both F2 and F3 got the answer they were Sunni. Since F2 and F3 have 

been in Sweden for only four years, this experience was quite recent. At first they did not 

understand the question posed to them if they were Shia or Sunni. They were both previously 

unaware of the fact that there were different groups of Muslims.  

M2 tells a similar story about how he got a new vocabulary for his identity when he moved to 

Sweden. According to him all Christians, both Orthodox and Catholics from Iraq and Syria 

are called Assyr. He clarified after getting a question in the interview if he did not mean 

Assyrian, he said, no and said: ‘Here in Sweden you are called Assyr.’ In Iraq he knew he was 

Catholic, but had never heard of the word Assyr. 

S1 says he is very aware of the possible tensions between students with different 

backgrounds. Because of this he believes it is important to be aware of the religious identities 

of the students in order to prevent problems due to different religious identities. As a motive 

for this he is asking a rhetorical question about Muslims and Christians not being good friends 

throughout history.  

The vocabulary of immigrants and Swedes is used by some of the interviewees but not very 

frequently. The distinction between students with a Swedish background and students with 

other backgrounds is however present in other expressions such as us and them (by F1 and 



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

40 

 

M1), but not in a negative way. F1 expressed her belief that the mix of students from different 

countries is positive and gives you knowledge and diminishes prejudices.  

4.2.2 Experience 

There is only one among the students interviewed who says he does not have any special 

experience of religious traditions himself (M1). He can hear the other students talking about it 

sometimes but he himself is not interested and therefore does not take part in the discussions.  

F1 identifies herself as a Protestant Christian but she does not attend church, apart from last 

year, when she attended confirmation class and attended services in church. For her, God is 

someone holy, almighty and explains what science cannot explain. In her family they 

celebrate holidays that have Christian origin but they do not have any religious celebrations in 

her family at Christmas and Easter. But she appreciates the feeling of being in church 

listening to someone speaking.  

M3 expresses sincerity when he speaks of his religious identity and experiences. He is of 

Muslim Shia tradition and describes e.g. how important the stories of Imam Husayn and other 

important role models in the Shia tradition are for him. He says he is very interested in 

religious issues and asks his parents a lot of questions. Praying is important for him and he 

describes how he sometimes prays to calm down if he is upset.  

Both F2 and F3 express quite strongly their longing for hearing the call to prayer that 

traditionally is heard from the minaret in a Mosque. One of them describes the good feeling 

she got when she stayed close to a Mosque on her vacation in Lebanon the other year. F2 is 

happily surprised when she is told that the first call to prayer from a minaret in Sweden was 

heard just less than a week before the day of the interview.    
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When talking about Mosques, F2, F3 and M3 all say there are no proper Mosques in their 

town, only venues for prayer. M3 however says he really appreciates Sweden and the freedom 

to attend prayers in the Mosque whenever he wants.  

M2 talks about himself as a religious person. He is praying and is sometimes attending 

church. He says if you are really Christian you go to church every Sunday, but he does not. 

There are so many other things he is occupied with and he believes God forgives you for not 

attending church every Sunday. But it is important to attend when you have the chance.  

All three of the teachers interviewed say religion is an important factor in the lives of the 

students with a foreign background. S3 stresses this and says it is a very integrated part of the 

identity of most of the immigrant students and it is important for the school to realise this. 

4.2.3 Awareness of the Presence of Religion in School 

Even if M1 says he has no interest in religious issues and peoples’ religious identities he 

believes religion is very present in everyday life in school. It is present all the time he says. 

He especially refers to the expression ‘by God’ (as in ‘I swear by God…’) that is used by 

them (referring to students with another background than Swedish), as he says. An expression 

he makes clear he is very tired of. His view is that many students are religious, especially 

Muslims and Christians. He also refers to the Islamic word haram (forbidden, unlawful 

(Esposito 1988, 204)) and says it is quite frequently used by the Muslim students. He has tried 

to ask what it means but he did not think he got a good answer.  

S1 give many examples of how he experiences the presence of religion in everyday life in 

school, clothes, visible religious symbols, students wishing to talk about what they have been 

doing in church et cetera.  As M1, both S1 and S2 refer to the expression “By God”.  S2 

interprets it as a religious expression. She compares the expression with another quite 
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common expression.  In Swedish a very common way to mention the word god is to use it 

when e.g. saying “oh, god, that is a beautiful dress you are wearing”. S2 compares with this 

expression and says this does not have much to do with God. Her feeling is that the 

expression the students use, ‘by God’, has more to do with a personal faith. In relation to this 

she gave an example of a situation when she was tired of the expression. On one occasion her 

opinion was that they used the expression too much, and she therefore asked the students to 

leave God outside the classroom. According to her it was said in a polite and joking manner.  

Year nine is the last year in compulsory school in Sweden. This makes this end of term very 

special for this year group. A common thing to do is to create together a motive to print in a 

sweatshirt to wear as a memory and statement of your tutor group. This tutor group has 

chosen to use the expression ‘By God’ in their print. (‘By God we are the best tutor 

group…maybe’). S2 is referring to this in the interview and says one of the other teachers 

asked how she as their tutor could let them do this and wondered what the parents might say 

about this.  

S3 says he is an immigrant himself and his opinion is that the identity of immigrants is their 

religion. He says he was not religious in Iraq but when he came to Sweden he became 

religious.  

4.2.4 Talking about religion – hindrances and obstacles 

When asked if they talk about religion in school other than in RE classes the students answer 

they do not talk about religion very much. Despite this they do however give examples of 

what they talk about concerning religious issues.  
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The Islamic concept of haram is something that is mentioned by several of the students (F1, 

F3, M1 and M3). F1 understand it as said about something that is bad or forbidden to do. This 

is something she has learned from asking her Muslim classmates.  

F2 and F3 both say they do not talk much about religious issues other than with other 

Muslims. The reason for this is they feel they have to explain so much if they speak to non-

Muslims. A Muslim friend knows more what they are talking about. Some people are simply 

not interested in religious issues, says F2, and some does not want to show their lack of 

knowledge. This is another reason why she does not want to talk about religion with non-

Muslims. F2 says she does not choose friends out of what religion they have, it is more 

important if you like each other as friends.  

One student (M3) however says they speak a lot about religion in school. He believes this is 

due to the openness they have in this school and the fact that they have known each other for 

so many years, they are friends and this is why they respect each other. His faith seems to be a 

very important part of his life and therefore he wants to be respected and not questioned by 

classmates and teachers. Since his religious life is important for him one may suppose he is 

more sensitive if his religious identity or religious traditions are questioned.  

Further, M3 says they sometime talk about e.g. alcohol (it is forbidden (haram) in Islam to 

drink alcohol) and they talk about life after death. Christians and Muslims ask each other and 

compare different views. He says the Christians and Muslims form different groups in the 

discussions but he stresses they still are friends and in another way part of the same group of 

friends. He is very interested in religious issues and has learned a lot from his parents since he 

was a child. According to him there are no obstacles to talk about religion in school, with 

teachers as well as friends and ask questions to each other.  



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

44 

 

When asked about what he thought could be obstacles to talk about religion he says if 

someone gives false statements about one’s faith. On one occasion one girl in school said 

offensive things about the prophet Muhammad. The Muslim students got angry and M3 could 

identify the source of the statement and confirm it was wrong. The source was a non-reliable 

blog on the internet. People screamed at each other but calmed down and became friends 

again.  

In the discussion with F2 and F3 they both refer to the image of Muslims they believe is 

spread by media, especially TV. They say some people think Muslims are suicide bombers. 

‘It is wrong, we are not. We are actually at home praying and reading the Qur’an instead of 

bombing other people’ (F2).  

M3 talks about what he calls ‘pressure’ on Muslims in society and tell about the reactions to a 

campaign from Coca-Cola where they gave people the opportunity to have personal names on 

Coca-Cola cans. He had heard of someone who wanted the name Muhammad to be written on 

a can but this was omitted by Coca-Cola representatives because it was a Muslim name. He 

says he does not think anything about it, but it is just bad.   

M2 says he answers if anyone asks him about his religion. But usually he does not ask 

questions himself. This is mainly due to the fact that there are more Muslims than Christians, 

and he does not want to answer that many questions. He says the Christian doctrine of trinity 

is sometimes discussed and he finds it especially hard to explain and discuss this issue. M2 

says he believes every person’s religion is true to that person. He sometimes feels others want 

to say his religion is false. 

M1 describes a situation when one of his classmates told the class what she knew about a 

situation in her country of origin and the relation between Sunni and Shia Muslims. He says 
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this was actually good she did this. M1 continues with saying it is good that hatred has not 

grown between people of different religions. He says it is better to be open and talk about it 

than to be silent.  

4.2.5 Analysis 

One explanation why the vocabulary of Swedes and immigrants is not very much used is the 

fact that the majority of the students have foreign backgrounds. According to S2, about 98% 

of the total numbers of students in the school have a background other than Swedish. This 

makes other identities more visible, such as national identities as well as religious identities.  

There could be several explanations to why S2 hesitates in saying ‘an ordinary Swede’ and 

seems so keen on finding the right expression. One explanation is that she sees her students as 

individuals and does not want to talk about them in a vocabulary such as Swedes and 

immigrants. Another possible explanation is an awareness of the negative connotations and 

the discussion about the use of a terminology such as ‘immigrants’ and ‘Swedes’ and is not 

happy to use such terminology. But she does however use it because in some aspects she can 

see differences between these two groups. In this case she can see differences in how students 

with a background other than Swedish express themselves when asked to describe a religion 

with which they identify.   

When it comes to religious identity four of the interviewees have experienced a need from 

others to put a label on what religious identity they have (F2, F3, M2 and S3). They have all 

been asked to define their religious identity. All of them have also, in some way for them, 

gained a new name for their identity. For the Muslims this meant they had to define 

themselves as a subgroup within their religion, as Shias or Sunnis, something F2 and F3 had 

not done before.  This was also the case for the Catholic student with background in Iraq. He 
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had not heard the definition Assyr before, but this was what he was told when he was settled 

in Sweden.  

The discussion on categorising people based on their background is very much in question in 

Sweden today. One example is the recent article in Dagens Nyheter (DN) where the authors 

want to abolish the definition ‘Swedish with a foreign background’. They believe the 

categorising of people is dangerous and does not belong in the public sphere (Demker and 

Johansson Heinö, 2013a, Demker and Johansson Heinö, 2013b). This does however not 

prevent us from using many different labels which are part of our identity such as Swedish 

Sunni Muslim interested in dancing with a background in Iraq or Swedish Catholic football 

player with a background in Iraq. This is to acknowledge several parts of a person’s identity. 

The negative aspect of this is the risk of xenophobia and fear of the unknown. The way to get 

more knowledge of each other and what impact this multiple belonging has on children is to 

first acknowledge the existence of the full identity of one another and this includes cultural, 

ethnic and religious background. Migrant children in Sweden today live with many different 

identities and need to embrace multiple belongings. Today one-quarter of the children in 

Sweden are born in another country or have one or both parents born in another country (von 

Brömssen and Olgaç, 2010).   

None of the students express feeling uncomfortable to show their religious identity. There is 

no sign of hesitation in showing their origin or their religion. Some of them express a will to 

be able to show their own identity and to be respected for this and they have no need to 

impose their faith or religion upon other people.  

It seems that the experiences of their own religious traditions, both Muslim and Christian, are 

very important for the students in the interviews with Iraqi background (F2, F3, M2, M3). 
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When talking and describing their experiences of celebrating different religious festivals, such 

as Easter or Christmas for the Christian student or e.g. Ramadan and Eid for Muslims and 

days of remembrance of important persons for the Shia student, they all speak in an 

appreciative way. This is probably because this is important for them and when someone, in 

this case a researcher, is interested to know about their traditions they are happy to share. 

They all see their parents as an important source in learning about their religion. For several 

of the students interviewed religion seems to play a significant role in their life.  

In the qualitative study in the REDCo project young people who see religion as a vital part of 

their life are in favour of religion as a subject. They believe religious education is important 

on a societal level for people with different religions to live in peaceful coexistence (Knauth 

and Körs, 2008, p. 398). The school is however not only a venue for education; it is a place 

where the students and teachers live a great deal of their life. It is therefore of importance that 

the religious identity and experience the students are recognised as an important part of their 

identity and not just anything merely theoretical. This is exemplified by Osbeck as the story 

of Cinderella and her sisters (Osbeck, 2006). In order to reach their goal, to become a 

princess, they were ready to mutilate themselves, despite the high risk of still not fitting in the 

right shape. Further, they themselves, as well as the prince, did not see the potential of other 

parts of their body or person. Another way of thinking is the concept of Ubuntu from Odora 

Hoppers (2010) to identify and recognise our differences, and to take advantage of these as 

complementary resources rather than all trying to fit into the same shape. In this process a 

crucial factor for the Swedish majority society is to be aware of its own identity in order to 

admit the legitimacy of other traditions (Amnå, 2010, Sigurdson, 2009). 

All the interviewees give many examples on how their awareness of religion in different ways 

is present in everyday life in school. S2 is asking her students to leave God outside the 
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classroom. Even if it is said in a polite way it suggests to the students that God has to be left 

outside of the classroom or even that God has a separate forum or space other than the 

classroom. One might say this is an example of a secular way of commenting on this kind of 

expression since it implies that God has a separate forum and that is not the common room 

but in the private sphere, a typical way of thinking in a secularised society as the Swedish 

society (Amnå, 2010, Bäckström et al., 2004). An alternative way to comment on this is for 

the teacher to question if the usage of this expression is in line with their faith or religious 

tradition. In this way it is possible the students get the feeling faith is accepted and natural and 

present for people of faith even in the daily life in school. But the teacher still asks them to 

consider how they use this expression.  

The overall picture the students are giving is that there is an atmosphere of respect in school 

between the students as well as between the students and teachers. Several of the students say 

they don’t talk very much about religion in school. But despite this they all give examples of 

situations when they have been talking about religious issues.  

The results from the REDCo qualitative study in Norway, as well as the study in Sweden by 

von Brömssen, refers to indifference and lack of interest and belief as factors for not talking 

about religion (von Brömssen, 2003, von der Lippe, 2008). Among the students in the 

Norweigan study ‘(A)nother significant factor for not talking about religion is the desire to 

avoid conflicts and prejudices. A consensus among adolescents is that everybody is free to 

believe in what s/he wants, but that people do not have to talk about it.’ (von der Lippe, 2008, 

p. 159). 

The fear of conflicts and prejudices does not seem to be a strong factor in this particular 

Swedish school. It is mentioned by the Muslim students but they do not consider it to be a 



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

49 

 

problem in school, more in the rest of society and in the media. One reason for not having fear 

of prejudices in the school may be what M3 is referring to, the long term relationship the 

students within this particular year group seems to have. The fact that a majority of the 

students are from different minority groups is certainly a strong factor which might reduce 

this risk. The risk of negative thinking of ‘us and them’ i.e. students with Swedish background 

and student with an immigrant background is however quite minor because of the good 

atmosphere.  

The relatively low level of awareness and knowledge about religious issues seems to be one 

factor that makes it difficult to talk about religion. This may be both a lack of knowledge 

about the religion in particular but also lack of knowledge about the role of religion in 

peoples’ lives. In the traditional secularisation theory religion is seen as something only for 

the private sphere and more and more diminished as a factor in society (Andersson and 

Sander, 2009). But when religion is more and more on the agenda in the public life there is a 

need in society, in this case the school, to increase the level of knowledge of religion. The 

need for more knowledge, especially about your own religion, is something stressed in the 

interview by S3. He refers to conversations he often hears between students where he can hear 

a lack of knowledge about their own religion and tradition. The importance of knowledge of 

your own religion in order to handle difficult situations was one of the insights from 

discussions with students in London described in one part of the REDCo-project. The 

experience of religious education in a dialogical way made them stronger and more capable of 

handling difficulties in their neighbourhood (Ipgrave and McKenna, 2008).   

The apparent discrepancy between the students saying they do not speak about religion and 

their examples of situations when talking about religion is an issue of interest. How do the 

students define talk about religion? If talk about religion is defined as more deep discussions 



Is There Room for Religious Identity?   Pernilla Myrelid, P11077276 

- Talk About Religion among Teenagers in a School in Sweden 

 

50 

 

about your own questions and issues you as a person of faith are struggling with then it seems 

true the students do not talk about religion. These kinds of discussions need a high degree of 

respect and tolerance in order for the participants to feel safe and respected. But if talk about 

religion is defined as something that occurs whenever issues that may be seen as connected to 

religion are raised then talk about religion seems to occur in school.  

In relation to this, interreligious dialogue can in this sense be a fruitful contribution and useful 

implement to work with in schools in order to facilitate talk about religion in schools. The 

REDCo project shows a need for young people in Europe, at least expressed in the 

participating countries, to have knowledge about different religious traditions in order to 

prevent conflicts and instead promote peaceful coexistence between people of different faith 

and worldviews. 
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5 CONCLUSION 

The Swedish contemporary society has in the last 40-50 years become more and more 

pluralistic in the sense of cultural backgrounds and religious identities. The question about the 

role of religion in society has recently been a more frequent issue in the public sphere. The 

secularisation theory has been re-evaluated and reformulated and the question about how 

secular the Swedish society of today is has been discussed.  

The REDCo project shows that young people in Europe want to live in peace and coexistence 

and think this is possible. To reach this they are also aware of the need for ‘…knowledge of 

each other’s worldviews and sharing common interests as well as doing things together’ 

(Jackson 2011, p 108).  This study has explored how students and staff experience the role of 

religion in a secondary school in Sweden. The awareness of the presence of religion in 

everyday life in school seems to be quite high. A majority of the students interviewed say 

they do not talk very much about religion in daily life. They do however give examples of 

how religion is present and how they sometimes speak about religion with their peers. This 

may be interpreted as that talk about religion is something one needs to be very sensitive 

about. If religion is something that matters to you there is a need for respect and appreciation 

of one another. The students interviewed say they have friends with different religious 

identities; they do not choose friends based on religious affiliation. They also share a picture 

of their school as a friendly school where people respect each other. This seems to be a 

cherished and appreciated fact they do not wish to risk by talking too much about religious 

issues. As M3 says, one obstacle to talk about religion in school would be if anyone says 

something false about your religion. The students themselves say they do not see any obvious 

obstacles for talking about religion.  There is however a sense of anxiety of risking the good 

atmosphere by raising too sensitive and difficult issues concerning religion. The answer to the 
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overall question in this study is therefore; yes there is room for religious identity. The students 

are not afraid of showing and talking about what religion they have. But on the other hand 

there is a question mark against how much you can show of your religion and because of the 

image e.g. of Muslims in the media, there is an insecurity about to what extent you are 

accepted as e.g. a Muslim or a Christian believer.   

The future will show how Swedish society, and the Swedish school in particular, will handle 

the diversity that is present in society today. A crucial question is if Sweden can cope with 

and see the individual differences as opportunities for transformation or if the new and 

unknown is seen as a threat to stability in society.    
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7 APPENDICES   

7.1 Appendix 1:  Interview Questions Students 

Time for interview: 45-60 min 

Hand out letter of consent for the student to sign. Explain again about the research project. 

Check I got the signature from their parents/careers.  

Interview code: 

A PERSONAL DATA 

A1 Age 

A2 Boy/girl 

A3 Year 

 

B NATIONALITY/ETHNICITY 

B1 Born in Sweden/how many years in Sweden 

B2 Citizenship (passport) in what/which country/countries? 

B3 Parents born in what/which country/countries? 

B4 Have you been living in any other countries but Sweden? 

 

C RELIGIOUS IDENTITY 

C1 Do your parents have any religion?  

C2 Do you have any religion? 

C3 If you visit a mosque/church, which one do you go to? (What type of 
Christian/Muslim (Catholic, Church of Sweden, Orthodox / Sunni, Shia) 

C4 Please say three words you think of when I say God. 

 

D EXPERIENCES OF RELIGIOUS EXPRESSIONS 

D1 Do you celebrate religious holidays? May I please ask you to describe some of 
them?  

D2 Do you pray? When? How?  
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D3 Have you ever experienced you and your parents have had different views on 
religious issues?  

 

E TALK ABOUT RELIGION IN SCHOOL? 

E1 What do you think your friends in school think of your religion? 

E2 Have you ever experienced you and your friends in school having had different 
views on religious issues?  

E3 Do you talk about religion in school/with your friends? 

E4a IF YES: Is it you or your friends who want to talk?  

E5a Why do you want to talk?/ What do you think is the reason your friends want 
to talk? 

E6a May I please ask you to give some examples of what you can be talking about? 

 

E4b IF NO:  Is it you or your friends who do not want to talk?  

E5b Why do you not want to talk?/ What do you think is the reason your friends do 
not want to talk? 

E6 What are according to you the obstacles which make it hard/difficult for you to 
talk about religion with friends in school? 

E7 with teachers? 

  

F RECENT AND FREQUENTLY DISCUSSED ISSUES IN MEDIA CONCERNING 
ANTISEMITISM, HOMOPHOBIA AND ISLAMOPHOBIA 

F1 Are you aware of the issue concerning the election of Omar Mustafa into the 
party executive of the Social Democrat party (Socialdemokraterna)?  

F2 Have you been discussing this in class? 

F3 Have you been discussing this among friends?  

 

G LAST QUESTION 

G1 Is there anything else you want to add? 

Many thanks for your time in answering these questions. 
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7.2 Appendix 2: Interview Questions teachers/staff 

 

Complete letter of consent  

Inform about anonymity  

 

Gender? 

Age? 

Teacher for how long? 

How long in this school? 

What subjects do you teach? 

Other duties in school? 

Why did you join this school? 

What religious identities do the students in this school have? Religious identities among 

teachers? 

Are religion and the religious identity of students present in everyday life in school?  

If yes, how? Please describe. 

Is there anything positive in this? 

Anything negative? 

Do the students get permission to have time off from school to celebrate religious holidays? 

How does it work? Do many students take time off? Are there any systems for caching up 

what they missed?  

May I ask you to give examples of how students express themselves about religion?  

How is the general attitude towards religious issues? 

- Among students? 

- Among teachers? 

Please describe the atmosphere in this school? 
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Can you think of any hindrances for the students to speak about their religion, their 

religious traditions? 

What could that be? 

Have you experienced that religious issues create difficulties or problems in school? Please 

give examples.  

Are there issues, concerning religion, there is a need to work more on/learn about/handle 

in this school?  

My impression is that you believe this study is interesting. Why do you think this? Please tell 

me some more about this.  

The issue in media recently concerning Omar Mustafa: Has this had any impact on the 

school? In what way? Have you been talking about it? Why/why not?  

Is there anything else you want to add? 

 

Many thanks for your time in answering these questions. 

 


